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Sentinels of Solitude 


The patrol pilots discover a new planet — 
but nobody wants to believe them ... 


Clark Darlton 


It is the year 2113 by earthly reckoning. For Terrans, not quite 150 of 
years have passed since the successful moon landing of a chemical rocket — 
the prelude to true space travel. 


In cosmic terms. This was an incredibly short span of time. Nonetheless, 
under Perry Rhodan’s leadership the Solar Imperium has managed to 
become one of the main pillars of galactic power. Of course the men of Sol 
had important assistance to aid their task — if we only consider the 
Arkonide Khrest, the energy being on Wanderer. Atlan, Harno, the Swoons, 
and Pucky the mousebeaver! — yet this task could never have been 
accomplished without the selfless, sacrificing help of all who carried in 
their hearts a longing for the stars. 


The intercosmic void between the galaxies has brought a new threat which. 
Now confronts all responsible leaders with an almost insurmountible 
problem: how to combat an aggressor whose spaceships are almost 
indestructible ? 


Meanwhile, at a great sacrifice, the Terrans and Arkonides have 
established a chain of tracking and observation stations around a part of 
the galaxy. And the station crews have the assignment to immediately 
record and report even the smallest changes in intergalactic space. The 
men who stand guard out there, facing the intercosmic Abyss — these are 
the SENTINELS OF SOLITUDE... 
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SOLITUDE GETS CROWDED WHEN THERE’S 
A DOUBLE PLAY FOR 
Perry Rhodan — the First Administrator sets his own trap. 
Atlan — The Imperator fights a double cross. 
Reginald Bell — Rhodan’s 2nd-in-command plays pirate. 
Pucky — the mousebeaver blows his top. 
Harno — the master of space and time brings visions of doom. 


Helos of Las Toor and Mentor of Karastor — members of the Ruling 
Council of Akon. 


Maj. Glenn Henderson — cmdr of station M-S-13. 
Capt. Morath — Henderson’s 1st officer sees the unseen. 


Sgts. Mollner and Renee, Lt. Miller and Cadet Paechler — they see it 
with him. 


Fritz Bose — chief com operator, M-S-13. 


John Marshall, tu, Betty Toufry and Ras Tscubai — mutants work with 
Antis-for a cause. 


Jefe Claudrin — cmdr of the THEODORICH. 

Reg Thomas -— Ist officer of the THEODORICH. 

Capt. Brazo Alkher — chief weapons officer of the THEODORICH. 
Capt. Harras — Rhodan’s African battle pilot. 

Maj. Ralks — cmdr of a special Gazelle. 


Gernot — chief physicist on “Mission Salorat.” 


THE INVISIBLE PLANET 


If one used the slow turning of the Milky Way as a reference system, 
survey station M-S-13 appeared to hang motionlessly in intergalactic space. 
In other words: if one were to run two cameras, one facing the Milky Way 
and the other outward into the endlessness of the “Abyss,” after a certain 
lapse of time two marked differences would become apparent. On the first 
film the picture of the galactic rim would remain the same, because the 
station of course moved with it. But on the second film the tiny nebulous 
flecks of far, unknown galaxies would have appeared to move farther on. 


Now a full rotation of the rim zone, some 20000 parsecs from the center, 
requires 980 million years. So the men on board the M-S-13 would have to 
turn the cameras for at least a million years before this effect became 
noticeable. And of course they didn’t have that much time at their disposal 
— although time hung heavily on their hands. 


The M-S-13 had been fitted out only a few months ago. The station was a 
research type and still had to prove itself. Primarily it was commissioned to 
observe the “Abyss,” as the great vastness between the galaxies and distant 
star nebulas was generally referred to. Since the Posbis had continued to 
become an increasing menace, the Terrans and Arkonides saw themselves 
forced to expand their ramparts to the boundaries of the Milky Way. 


M-S-13 was 5000 light years removed from the outermost edge of the 
galaxy, a lonely outpost in starless space. From a distance the station 
appeared to be a lens-shaped object, but upon closer approach it became a 
giant ellipse. At any rate it had a diameter of 100 meters, and in its middle 
it was 50 meters thick. There was just enough room for crew quarters, 
communications, and a hangar for the Gazelle. 


The surveillance system consisted of a large number of such stations, 
especially along that part of the Milky Way that faced the Andromeda 
nebula. There had been enough indications that the danger was greatest 
here. The stations were placed at intervals of 5 light years from each other. 
They maintained hypercom communications, and every 24 hours they sent 
an all clear signal to the surveillance “Central,” which was located on board 
a ship of the Imperium class. Nobody knew the exact position of the ship, 
which was changed daily. Even its name remained a secret. It was only 


known that the chief liaison officer was a certain Col. Schramm. Thus the 
name, Schramm, became a symbol for the distant Earth, which the station 
crew members had not seen for a long time. 


The M-S-13 carried a 25-man crew — 25 humans, alone in the vast Cosmos, 
left to their own resources and — if the Posbis attacked — helplessly exposed 
to a merciless enemy. For the defense weapons of the station were not able 
to damage even a single fragment ship of the thinking robots. The only 
weapon that had proved itself effective against the Posbi ships had been the 
fictive transmitter, but it had been destroyed by a direct hit which almost 
incapacitated the fleet flagship, THEODORICH. 


The Posbis — an abbreviation for positronic-biological robots — pitilessly 
attacked everything that was of organic origin. All normal forms of life 
seemed to be their deadly enemy. On the other hand they were full of good 
will when it came to other machines, true robots, and positronic brains. As 
a logical consequence the Terrans had developed an absorber device which 
could screen out the wave emanations from human brains and bodily cells. 
If one wore such a mental absorber, the Posbis remained passive. They 
didn’t know they were face to face with an organic being. The entire crew 
of the M-S-13 wore mental absorbers, so there was hardly a chance of 
being attacked by the Posbi robots — unless somebody accidentally forgot 
to turn on his device when ordered to. 
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It would be basically wrong to speak of “above” or “below” out here, but 
this concept persisted nonetheless. The station was so stabilized that its 
central dome was positioned “above.” Seen from its edge, the Milky Way 
looked like a lens, but of course it was so large that it couldn’t be 
encompassed by a single glance. The distant nebula flecks of unknown 
galaxies were mere points of light, millions of light years away and 
unuterably alien. 


Maj. Glenn Henderson had just come out of his cabin after enjoying a few 
hours of sound and dreamless sleep. His first officer stood up as the 
commander stepped into the control central. 

“Everything is in order, sir,” reported the latter. 

“Thanks, Morath. Have you checked out the hypercom dispatches?” 

Capt. Morath was also the pilot for the Gazelle, which flew a survey circuit 
almost weekly. He nodded. “The other stations also report nothing special. 
Seems that the Posbis are on a vacation.” 


“T wouldn’t depend on that if I were you. By the way, your routine flight is 
scheduled for today. What’s your course?” 


The Gazelles were disc-shaped long-range scout ships. Carrying a 5-man 
crew, they were small, fast and well armed. They were 30 meters in 
diameter and not quite 18 meters thick. 


Morath pointed outward toward the vast Cosmos. In the control central, all 
instrument and control consoles had been arranged under the edge of the 
transparent cupola so that one had an unobstructed view of space on all 
sides. During the lonely watch hours the lights were turned off, but out here 
where there was no sun it was still not dark. From this position the Milky 
Way was a brightly gleaming ellipse with a dark dust belt. By its light a 
person could even read. It took in almost half the field of vision and in a 
relative sense it stretched from one end of the room to the other. However, 
on the opposite side was darkness. There were only isolated galaxies which 
looked like faint stars, but their pale light had traveled millions of years to 
reach the M-S-13. 


“It doesn’t make any particular difference what direction I take today,” 
answered Morath wearily. “I think first P’ll fly parallel to the Rim toward 
M-S-14, then take a right angle and make 5 jumps to cover 25 light years 
toward Andromeda. I'll parallel back and then finally come home. Why do 
we make these flights anyway? Don’t we have first-class tracking and 
scanning equipment on board this station?” 


“Orders from Central,” replied Henderson. “You know that Schramm has 
ordered the patrol flights. The Chief must have his reasons. I personally 
believe that our scanner devices still can’t catch everything that perhaps our 
eyes can see better.” 


“Strange,” said Morath. “Well, you can’t prove it by me. Maybe my eyes 
really are better than our beefed-up instruments. When should I start?” 


“Sleep a few hours first. Then report to me.” 


Capt. Morath saluted and left the control central. Glenn Henderson listened 
to his receding footsteps and smiled briefly. He had known Morath for a 
long time and had flown many missions with him. Morath was a daredevil 
type who wasn’t at all suited to the peaceful routine of the station, and he 
was thankful at least for his reconnaissance flights. Henderson was glad to 
know he had a man like Morath at his side. 


He sat down in the wide observation seat and checked the various duty 


stations on board. “Vid-com!” he said, pushing a button. Above it a small 
screen lighted. “Report in.” 


A face appeared on the screen. “Sgt. Mollner here. Hyper-video system in 
order, sir.” 


“Any impulses?” 
“Nothing, sir.” 
“Thank you, Sergeant,” returned Henderson, switching off. 


Hypercom, tracking and scanning, weapon control — all in order. Satisfied, 
he leaned back and looked toward the Milky Way. The glittering ellipse 
remained unchanged, revealing nothing of what was transpiring among its 
billions of stars. Tens of thousands of inhabited planets existed there, many 
of them unaware of each other. What was even the Arkonide Imperium in 
comparison to the size of the Milky Way? Or the Earth, that tiny world 
with its lonely sun?” 


Earth..! 


Henderson felt proud when he thought that this small planet was his home. 
Only a century and a half ago it had been torn from its dreamings by the 
Arkonides. And now... ? 


The Arkonides were their partners. True, there was trouble within the 
Imperium. The Aras, Springers and other races continued to revolt against 
Atlan’s rule, but the most powerful opponent of all was not in the galaxy. 
He came from beyond, out there in the Abyss between the stars. Perhaps he 
came from the Andromeda nebula, or from a still more distant galactic 
system. Would anyone ever find out? 


The commander looked in the other direction and saw the pale light flecks 
out there — each of them with its own billions of stars where hundreds of 
thousands of them could harbor inhabited worlds. What kind of life had 
they evolved? 


Henderson started when the intercom buzzed. Quickly he looked at the 
chronometer. Was it possible? The two hours he had sat there hadn’t 
seemed nearly that long. 


“It’s time to contact Central and Col. Schramm, sir,” said the chief com 
operator, Fritz Bose. His face seemed small and fragile on the screen. 
“Shall I switch on?” 

Henderson shook his head. “Ill come to you,” he said. He knew that the 
small diversion would do him good, as well as the exercise. 

He left the control central and walked toward the hypercom room. At the 
door of the crew’s mess quarters he paused to listen for a moment. He 
heard someone scream. Dramatic music grew louder, then suddenly 


stopped — but only for a few seconds. Then a salvo of shots rang out. The 
shrill screaming of the mortally wounded man grated on Henderson’s ears. 
But he grinned fleetingly and went on. He had nothing against the men 
killing time like this — running old Western movies from the microfilm 
library. 

When he stepped into the hypercom room, Sgt. Fritz Bose saluted stiffly. 
“Did you make the connection already?” 


“It should come any moment, sir.” In spite of his German first name, Bose 
looked like an oriental. “Our signal has been confirmed. Maybe some of the 
other stations aren’t ready.” 


“Could be,” said Henderson, taking a seat. Often it took as long as an hour 
to tie in the entire circuit. Only when all tracking stations had reported in 
would Schramm send out his daily message of information or instructions. 


Schramm..! 


Not even Maj. Henderson knew who Schramm was. A colonel, that was 
certain. But whether his name was really Schramm was another matter. He 
was in charge of “Rim Security” and was directly under Perry Rhodan. If 
Rhodan wanted to know what was happening outside the galaxy, he only 
had to ask Schramm. 


When the connection was finally made, the viewscreen remained dark. 
Schramm never showed his face. “Central here - Schramm speaking.” The 
familiar yet mysterious voice was almost without intonation. “Your 
negative reports indicate that nothing is being observed. Latest information 
follows. Code YB67.” 


There was a short pause. The various stations plugged in the indicated 
decoder, which converted the secret message into clear text while it was 
being received. There was no change in the tone of Schramm’s voice. 


“The new narco projectors were tuned to the wavelength of the hostile 
bioplasma. Investigation of captured plasma is continuing. Results are not 
available as yet, or at least not in decisive form. At the threat of being 
captured the Posbis destroy themselves. Further, it is to be assumed that the 
robots will attack the galaxy itself, and they will not restrict themselves to 
the perimeter of the Milky Way. For this reason, all stations are ordered to 
double their vigilance. Any sighting of a Posbi vessel is to be reported at 
once, along with course calculation and projected target.” Schramm paused 
for a moment and then concluded: “That is all for today. Over and out...” 


Henderson leaned back and watched Sgt. Bose shut down his board. When 
he had finished he asked, “What do you think, Sergeant? Will we be 


lucky?” 


Bose looked at him quizzically. “What do you mean by luck, sir? If we see 
a Posbi — or if we don’t see one?” 


“T haven’t figured that out yet,” answered Henderson thoughtfully. “I only 
know what Capt. Morath would say about it. Hm-m ... a new narco 
weapon? Let’s hope they really have something new, now that the fictive 
transmitter is gone. We won’t get another one of those!” 


“One way or another it doesn’t help us,” said Bose. “What do we have on 
the M-S-13? One energy cannon, that’s all. Against a fragment ship it’s 
completely useless. It’s exactly like fighting a tank with bow and arrows. 
No, if a Posbi comes across us here, we can make out our last will and 
testament!” 


Henderson nodded at him calmly. “I made mine out before I was ordered 
out here. Didn’t you?” 


Sgt. Mollner’s brownish features became a slight shade whiter but he 
revealed no fear. “I — uh — have no one I can name as beneficiary.” 


Henderson smiled at him appreciatively and got up. “Good, Sergeant. 
That’s the best answer I can expect under the circumstances. Connect me if 
any message comes through. In 3 hours, Morath will start his usual patrol 
flight. He probably won’t be back before the change of the watch. Make 
sure that tracking doesn’t lose him!” 


He returned to the control central, made a brief inspection of his 
instruments, and sat down again in his seat. Three hours was a long time, 
but it could also be short, depending on how you looked at it. 
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Capt. Morath ran his hand almost affectionately over the smooth hull of the 
Gazelle, which stood in the hangar ready for takeoff. “You’re just as glad 
as I am for the chance to do some hyper jumps again,” he whispered, 
oblivious to the amazed faces of the “ground” personnel. The latter had 
made preparations and were ready to leave the hangar. “After a week in 
this cage it’s time to grab some fresh air.” 

“But there’s no fresh air outside,” commented Lt. Miller, his copilot. “Only 
the void is out there.” 

“So, the wide open spaces, then. Just don’t fence me in.” Morath pulled on 
his gloves and checked the position of his helmet, which would be closed 
during takeoff. With a jerk he screwed it down and simultaneously turned 


on his telecom: Now he was in radio contact with his four flight 
companions. “I guess it’s my poetic nature,” he said, then added: “Testing: 
one-two...” 


“Three!” 

“Four!” 

“Five!” 

“Six!” 

Morath nodded. “Perfect. Let’s go on board.” 

After this somewhat formal ritual, the 5 men clambered into the airlock of 
the long-range scoutship. The hatch closed with a dull thud behind them. 
When the hangar was emptied of air the great outer lock of the station 
opened and the Gazelle took off. 

Morath piloted, with Lt. Miller next to him. In a nearby room, sergeants 
Mollner and Renee shared the com duty. The only one who felt somewhat 
isolated was cadet Paechler in weapons control, but he was in contact with 
the others on the intercom and could take part in their discussions. 

They finally opened their helmets and breathed the fresh air from the ship’s 
regeneration system. The door stood open between the control central and 
the com room. 

“We'll do one short transition toward M-S-14,” explained Morath. “Then 
we’ ll make a 5-stage thrust into the Abyss. It’ll be a laugh, though, if we 
fail to find anything today.” 

Miller next to him made a hasty negative gesture with his hand. “Just the 
same, I hope we don’t find anything, sir.” 

“What do you think we’re flying around out here for?” Morath shook his 
head impatiently. “If we don’t find something soon we’ll be doing duty on 
the station for another 10 years. Maybe you’d like that?” 

“Not that either, sir. But why should we be the ones to run into 
something?” 

“Who else?” returned Morath confidently. 

The station sank swiftly behind them into the void. Seconds later it had 
disappeared. From here on they would be in hypercom contact with it; 
otherwise they would never be able to find it again. Out here an optical 
orientation would be impossible. And there were no stars to fly to. 

After 10 minutes, Mollner announced, “We’re right on course, sir.” 


Morath looked at the instruments. The Gazelle had now reached light speed 


and was able to make its transition. It was not able to cover more than 5 
light years in a full transition. For each jump, almost half an hour was 
required for calculations. All, told, 10 hours had been scheduled for the 
reconnaissance flight. 


“Transition in two minutes,” announced Morath. 


Since most of the Terran ships were equipped with linear drive, Morath 
referred to the old-fashioned transitions through hyperspace as an 
anachronistic adventure. At least these shorter jumps made the distortion 
pains easier to bear. “One more minute!” 


They sat and waited. Around them everything remained unchanged since 
their distance from the galaxy was far too great for any stellar 
displacements to be noticeable. The seconds ticked away. In the com room 
Sgt. Renee nervously chewed his fingernails although there was no visible 
reason for doing so. 


“10 seconds!” 


At “zero” they lost consciousness, and when awareness returned they were 
4 light years from their last position. This had been a “short” jump. 


“Well, that’s it,” said Miller, adding that even the 4 light years of distance 
had not changed the appearance of the galaxy. Almost the distance between 
Earth and Alpha Centauri, and yet it was meaningless. Light would take 4 
years to go this far, but humans made it in the fraction of a second. 


Renee had stopped chewing his fingernails. When he caught Mollner’s 
glance he was embarrassed. “It’s a dumb habit, but transitions make me 
nervous.” 


Morath looked out into the emptiness. The Gazelles also had good viewing 
cupolas over their control centrals, especially those types which were 
specifically designed for reconnaissance. Generally the viewscreens were 
superfluous for observation purposes, but their help was needed when one 
wished to have a closer look at the more distant objects. However, here 
there were no planets or even a star. 


After a time, Morath made a 90-degree turn and headed for the distant 
Andromeda nebula. Naturally these relatively short jumps did not do much 
to reduce the enormous distance, yet the 5 men had a sense of flying into 
the far unknown. Now each transition extended the distance from their own 
galaxy by 5 light years. Before them lay nothing but the Abyss, an 
inconceivable vastness that man had not yet been able to conquer. 


“Distance from M-S-13 is now 10.8 light years,” announced Mollner after 
the second transition on their new course. 


Morath sounded peevish. “On today’s course we won’t come much farther 
than 26 light years on a diagonal basis,” he said. “And we’ll still not find 
anything.” 

“You hope!” said Miller disrespectfully. 


Morath looked at him angrily and then turned back to his instruments. 
“Next transition in two minutes,” he said. 


After their 5th transition into the deeper void, they changed their course 
again to cover the parallel return leg. They were now 26 light years from 
M-S-13. 

In the com room Mollner and Renee operated their tracking and scanning 
equipment. Anything the size of a thumbnail would show as a light blip on 
their screens, but it was very rare that this ever happened. Mostly they 
might pick up the trace of a tiny meteor that had come from no man knew 
where. In an unthinkably remote past it had probably been born from a 
planetary explosion and had been hurled away from the galaxy. Or perhaps 
it might have come from another island universe and had been propelled 
onward by the attraction of some gigantic stellar system. The Milky Way 
had its own gravitic field, of course, which extended many thousands of 
light years into the outer emptiness. 


Then it happened — just as Morath was about to have the computer 
calculate their return course and the Gazelle was still hurtling along at the 
speed of light. In the com room something quite different than a meteor 
appeared on the tracking screen. Sgt. Mollner couldn’t believe his eyes. 


“Man! Renee, what is that..!?” 


Suddenly Renee’s eyes narrowed. Beneath his black hairline his 
complexion seemed to be doubly pale. “It’s round,” he choked, but said 
nothing more. 


The thing was indeed round. But when Mollner checked the distance out on 
his chart he immediately rejected his first impression that this might be an 
artificial object. 

It was fully as large as the Earth! 

“Sir!” he cried out. “A planet! Right in front of us!” 

For a moment, Morath sat motionlessly where he was. Then he sprang up 
as if a snake had bitten him. In five long strides he was next to Mollner in 
the com room. He stared in bewilderment at the tracking screen and then 


the scanner. Clearly and unmistakably, the outlines of a planet were 
discernible. 


“How is it possible?” he asked incredulously. “So close to the M-S-13! 
Henderson would have seen it long before this.” He shook his head. 
“Something is fishy here.” 


“All scans have been negative, sir. That thing must have just materialized. 
But so far we’ve run into some crazy things with the Posbis — relativity 
screens, other dimensions...” 


Morath had to admit that he was right. It wasn’t the first time that Terrans 
had discovered a Posbi planet wandering darkly through the Abyss and 
surrounded by a time field. Yet this planet had no energy envelope, and that 
was what startled him the most. 


“Tt could be a trap,” he muttered. “How far away is it?” 
Mollner checked his instruments. “At present, 7.49 light minutes, sir.” 


“Keep an eye on it, Sergeant, and let me know of any change. Watch out 
especially for any other bodies or objects that might show up. Sound an 
alarm immediately if you see anything. Maybe the station itself could be 
attacked.” Naturally this was a very loose assumption, which was farther 
from the truth than Morath realized. At any rate, here was the “adventure” 
he had so fervently wished for. He wasn’t sure he should congratulate 
himself about it or not. 


He decided to wait, for the time being. 


He reduced the speed of the Gazelle and laid a direct course for the planet, 
which was now visible on the optical screens. The light from the Milky 
Way was sufficient to reveal the outlines of the planet as well as some of 
the surface features. As expected, it had no energy field and appeared to be 
uninhabited. There was no sign of the technological development that had 
been observed on Everblack. If this wandering planet belonged to the 
Posbis, they must have abandoned it long ago, even before they had 
established a robot civilization on it. 

Or didn’t it belong to the Posbis? 

Opposing this idea was the unquestionable fact that they had just now 
discovered it. A half hour ago it must have existed in another dimension. 
Otherwise it could not have escaped detection by the station’s scanning 
devices. 

“Mollner!”? Morath called out. “Contact M-S-13 and ask them if they’ ve 
also picked up the planet on their screens.” 

The answer came swiftly and startled Morath and his crew to such an 
extent that they hesitated to give a confirmation of Sgt. Bose’s message: 


“Have, scanned indicated sector and found nothing. That space is empty. 
You must be seeing things. Order from the commander: continue flight 
plan as scheduled. When you get back, your instruments will be checked to 
see what’s wrong with them.” 


“The devil they say!” cried Miller indignantly. “Do they think we’re crazy? 
There’s a planet out there, right in front of us. I can see it with my own 
eyes. What’s the matter with them on the station — are they blind?” 


Morath’s eyes narrowed in new determination. “Confirm the message and 
add that we’ll continue our flight as ordered.” 


“But sir... !?” 
“Do what I tell you, Sergeant. Not a word more, not a word less.” 


While Mollner performed his duty and sent the message, Miller whispered 
to the commander, “Morath, do you know what you’re doing?” 


Morath overlooked the fact that the lieutenant hadn’t addressed him by 
rank. Just now it wasn’t important. 


“You can count on it, Miller. I know exactly what I’m doing. That thing out 
there can’t be tracked by the M-S-13 — and we only detected it when we got 
close enough. If it has any defense screen at all, then we’re already inside 
of it. Think of it — a screen that reaches 10 light minutes into space. There’s 
nothing like that except what we discovered once in the Blue System!” 


Miller ran a finger between his neck and collar as if the latter were too tight 
for him. “Hey, man, that’s a crazy theory! 10 light minutes..!” 


“You heard me,” insisted Morath. He looked ahead once more and saw the 
spherical shape emerge gradually from the darkness of the bottomless void. 
Minute by minute it grew larger. “That’s a planet out there,” he said, “and 
we're going to land on it!” 

Miller drew back in alarm. “Without orders from Maj. Henderson, sir?” 
“Yes. We’re not going back to the M-S-13 without proving to them that our 
instruments are working perfectly. Or do you want them to think we’ve got 
rocks in our heads?” 

Miller swallowed hard. “No sir, I don’t.” 

“All right, then!” decided Morath. “Cadet Paechler, you heard all that. Are 
your weapons ready for action?” 

“Weapons ready.” Paechler’s voice trembled slightly. “Standing by, sir!” 
Morath reached out with both hands to the flight console. “Now then!” he 
said, and took over the manual controls. 


They dropped slowly toward the dark object before them, which everyone 


had to assume was a planet that had once been torn from its sun. 
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When they circled the planet they discovered that in a certain sense it had a 
day and a night side. The night side faced the starless Abyss and was so 
dark that hardly anything could be seen of its surface. The day side, 
however, faced the Milky Way, which was enough illumination to reveal 
details of the topography. The Gazelle’s instruments calculated a rotation 
period of 20 hours, Earth time. There was no ecliptic angle to the Milky 
Way. 

“Where do you intend to land, sir?” 


Morath did not remove his eyes from the instruments. “On the day side, 
naturally, Miller.” 


The lieutenant sensed the nervous mood of his superior officer, who didn’t 
know what to make of the situation. No one on board the Gazelle knew 
what to make of it. If the planet actually was surrounded by an unknown 
energy field that was 20 light minutes in diameter, why had the M-S-13 
been able to receive their hypercom message without also being able to 
track the planet? 


They traveled close above the gray-shimmering surface and made out the 
first differentiations of elevation. Their first suspicion that the planet might 
be a synthetic structure of incredible size was not borne out. It was 
undoubtedly a world composed of normal solar materials. 


Morath pointed to a giant, almost circular basin that was several hundred 
miles in diameter. “That down there must have been an ocean once. If there 
were any cities before, they would be along the shores — maybe there at the 
mouth of the river.” 


“How can you determine that, sir?” 


“Even if the contours have been effaced, the differences in elevation can 
still indicate such a place. A stream of water always leaves traces, even 
thousands of years after it has dried up.” 


There wasn’t much to see with the naked eye but the beam sensors of the 
Gazelle brought out the details in almost painful clarity and produced a 
relief map on the scanner screen. 

Miller pointed to it. “It’s amazing, sir . . . It looks like —” 


“Right! Like a weather map with drawn-in highs and lows. There are the 
elevation lines. See — the ocean is plainly outlined. And those valley-like 


indentations — almost like fiords. They must have been the earlier streams 
and fiords of a delta system. That’s where we have to look.” 


10 minutes later they landed on the dead seabottom close to the “coastline.” 
The Gazelle settled gently. The landing struts sank half a meter deep before 
contacting solid ground. The loose surface consisted of gray-white crystals. 


After checking certain instruments, Morath announced, “That’s what’s left 
of the planet’s atmosphere. And that ought to prove my theory. This world 
had an atmosphere and then it lost its sun and drifted out into the Abyss. 
The air envelope froze and precipitated. That gray-white stuff out there is 
ice and snow in a certain sense .. . Not much — maybe half a meter. A great 
mass of it must have evaporated into space. So we can also assume that this 
world was once inhabited. The only thing I don’t understand is why the 
Posbis haven’t made it one of their strongholds.” 


It was vaguely known that long ago the Posbis had taken planets from the 
galaxy and built up their bases on them. This one, too, had probably been 
stolen away from its mother sun, but they had not developed it. Why? It 
was improbable that they would find an answer here now, but Morath was 
determined to try. 


“Miller, you stay here and take charge of the Gazelle. If anything should 
happen, take off and go back to the station. Do you understand?” 


” 


“Sir, [don’t know ... 


“In this case you don’t have to worry about me and my companion. Sgt. 
Mollner will go with me — with a micro hypercom transmitter. In an 
emergency we will always be able to contact the station. Now do you 
understand?” 


“Yes sir,” confirmed Miller reluctantly. “And how will I know that 
something unforeseen has happened?” 


“We'll keep in touch over radio intercom.” He looked at the instruments. 
“Gravity here is amazingly low — almost 0.5-g. It will make the going 
easier. It’s hardly a mile and a quarter to that former coastline.” 

Mollner had gotten up. He adjusted his helmet. “Are we taking weapons 
along, sir?” 

Morath nodded. “Do you think ’'m going to walk naked on an alien 
world?” he asked sarcastically. “Hand beamers, and 3 atom grenades 
apiece. That should at least take care of a couple of Posbis. Ready?” 


Mollner nodded and went to a wall locker to take out the required weapons. 
The grenades were small enough to be placed comfortably in one’s 


pockets. The hand beamers were clamped onto their spacesuit belts. 
Several energy tablets completed their equipment. 


Morath had a sudden thought. “Maybe it’s appropriate to put on a combat 
suit. Get going, Sergeant! Two more minutes won’t make any difference.” 


The Arkonide combat suits were part of every special commando’s 
equipment. With their help one could overcome gravity, make himself 
invisible, generate a defense screen, and even fly. It was not two but ten 
minutes before Capt. Morath and Sgt. Mollner stepped into the Gazelle’s 
small airlock and waited for the outer hatch to open. 


When it happened, they stood there undecidedly for some time. 


Now nothing separated them from the dead and lonely landscape which 
was here clearly seen for the first time. Vaguely it reminded them of the 
Earth’s moon. Here of course there were no craters or circular walls, only a 
flat, snow-covered surface. Slightly more than a mile away the terrain rose 
like steps. Beyond lay a not too clearly defined plateau. It was interrupted 
only by a U-shaped indentation that must have been 2.5 miles wide. On 
either side of this were various irregularities of the topography. 


In Mollner’s helmet speaker, Morath’s voice sounded a bit hoarse and 
uncertain. “Okay, let’s go. Are you ready?” 


They turned on their propulsion units and rose upward. At only a few 
meters of altitude they glided slowly along over the former bottom of a sea 
that couldn’t have been very deep — at least not here so close to the shore. 
In the sky above them was the white band of the Milky Way, which cut a 
swath through the greater darknesses. It lay parallel to the equator and was 
fully 20 degrees in width. The Gazelle had landed precisely where the 
galaxy stood at the zenith. 

“Why is the snow gray instead of white?” asked Mollner. 

“Too little light,” answered Morath. “The illumination from the Milky Way 
isn’t enough. If you turn on your searchlight you’ll see the snow is as white 
as it is on Earth, although its composition may be different.” 

They increased their speed and approached the mouth of the former river. 
The irregularities they had observed before on its banks were seen now to 
be something else than topographical variations, and as they came still 
closer Morath’s suspicions were verified. 

“There, you see, Mollner? Buildings!” 

They lay under a meter-thick covering of snow so that their shapes were 
indefinable. The snowdrifts had been unchanged from the time when the 


last storms of the waning atmosphere had placed them there, as the planet 
had receded increasingly from its sun and begun its endless journey into the 
deeper void. 


“If the Posbis stole this world,” whispered Mollner, shuddering, “they 
exposed millions of living beings to destruction. We don’t know what they 
looked like or who they were, but they were intelligences like us — organic 
intelligences.” 


“Take it easy,” cautioned Morath. “We don’t know that, although it could 
be assumed. The robots wouldn’t have chosen any world where there were 
also robots, but we also don’t know if there ever were purely robot 
civilizations other than that of the Posbis. Look there! Entire streets 
between the houses, all covered with snow. How can we find anything 
there?” 


“We could use our beamers.” 


“Melt the snow?” Morath nodded. “That may be an idea. But first I’d like 
to get an overall look and find out how big this city was.” 


This wasn’t difficult with their Arkonide suits. At low altitude they flew 
above the extinct city and glided between snow-covered structures that 
must have been most likely residential buildings. They also crossed over 
giant plazas and symmetrical building complexes. Finally they landed in 
the center of the city in an open plaza that was almost circular. 


“Is your mental absorber turned on?” asked Morath. 


“All set, sir. Since the begninning of the flight. Do you figure we’ll meet 
any of the robots?” 

“Frankly no — but caution is advisable.” 

When they adjusted themselves to the light natural gravity, they found that 
they only sank to their ankles in the frozen snow. They could walk without 
their antigravs. 

“There is still some kind of antenna,” said Mollner. He pointed to the roof 
of a low, long building that curved along the edge of the plaza. 

“Let’s have a look at it.” 

They refrained from flying. It was a good feeling to have solid ground 
under their feet, even if it was the ground of a dead, mysterious and alien 
world. They thought their outside microphones were picking up the sound 
of crunching snow but it was only their imagination. Here there was no air 
to carry the soundwaves. 


Mollner suddenly came to a stop. He pointed upward to the roof where the 


antenna could still just be seen. “Do you find it peculiar that that ball 
antenna up there is completely free of snow? It should actually be all but 
covered, but there it is shimmering and golden in the light of the Milky 
Way.” 

Morath had also come to a stop. His eyes narrowed almost to slits. “Now 
that’s something I didn’t happen to notice. You’re right, Sergeant. There 
should be snow on that golden ball.” He thought for a moment. “It could be 
possible, though, that the last blasts of winds cleared it off.” 


“Just because it’s high?” Mollner shook his head. “Very improbable. There 
must be another reason.” 


“All right, then we’ll find out why,” said Morath decisively, and he went 
on. 


Mollner followed him with mixed feelings. They arrived at the center part 
of the snow-encrusted building. Morath was bewildered to note that snow 
was even on the vertical surface of the wall, yet it was not on the ball of the 
antenna. He reflected that another reason might be that the latter was of a 
different material — some composition that snow couldn’t adhere to. This 
gave him an idea. 


“You wait here, Mollner. I'll have a look at the antenna.” 


It was a pure assumption that the ball was an antenna, although most 
interstellar antennas were spherical in shape. Morath turned on his antigrav 
and lifted weightlessly off the ground. He glided upward past the gray wall 
and landed softly on the flat, snow-covered roof. It was only a few steps to 
the antenna. 


The ball itself measured about 5 feet in diameter and sat on top of a 10-foot 
metal mast that was supported by braces. Morath floated slowly upward 
and drifted directly to the sphere. The surface was smooth, gleaming and 
dry. Not the slightest trace of snow was to be seen. It was as if it emitted 
heat so as to eliminate any coatings of ice or snow, but the instruments in 
his suit gave no indication of any heat radiations. 


Morath turned to look down at Mollner who was waiting impatiently. 
“Well, sir?” 


“Nothing, Sergeant. Nothing at all — not even any radio activity. So, go 
ahead and look at me like that. I had even figured as much, but just don’t 
ask me whyn I don’t know, myself. What do we do now?” 


Mollner pointed at the snow-covered wall. 


“Right you are!” He floated down to the ground. “We’ll have us a look 


around inside.” 


They set their hand beamers to a wide angle and melted down the curtain of 
snow and ice. A cloudy liquid resulted which turned to steam immediately 
and evaporated into space. Where the effect of the heat beams abated too 
quickly, the liquid froze into transparent ice. But the house wall was 
cleared. 


And an entrance was revealed. 


It was high enough to walk through without bending over. The builders of 
the city must have been the same size as humans, although the door gave 
no hint of their possible form. Perhaps there would be better clues inside. In 
the large room they entered, the temperature was the same as outside — 
absolute zero — but there was no snow. Everything was the same as it must 
have been at the time of the unknown catastrophe. 


In past decades of human space exploration, men had often found deserted 
worlds where there had once been a great civilization. Many of them had 
vanished for reasons unknown while the cause of other similar extinctions 
had been evident. Many of these catastrophes had been preceded by terrible 
wars of destruction, while in other cases the intelligences involved had 
become the victims of Nature. 


In a sense this latter situation appeared to be in evidence. Judging by first 
glance impressions, no violent changes had occurred. The planet had 
cooled slowly in the absence of a sun. The inhabitants must have 
withdrawn into the depths of their world since there was no trace of them 
here on the surface. But Morath suspected that the real reason for the 
tragedy had nothing to do with Nature. An incomprehensible technology 
had tom the planet from the gravitational grip of its original sun — in fact 
also from the vast attraction of the Milky Way itself. 


Why? Just to acquire a new stronghold? And the living beings here — had 
they simply been sacrificed? Cold-bloodedly and without any feelings? 
Morath remembered that the Posbis only showed compassion to other 
machines. In relation to organic life they were emotionless, other than their 
overriding hatred. 


So it must have been the robots! 


The room was without decoration and almost devoid of any articles of 
furnishing. A few metallic objects were standing around against or beside 
the walls but their purpose remained obscure. Everything else appeared to 
have vanished in the course of vast periods of time. The outside wall 
consisted of some kind of building material that was as resistant as metal. 


“T don’t know,” said Mollner. “I can’t get rid of an uneasy feeling — almost 
as if we were being observed.” 


“You’re crazy!” retorted Morath, but he was whispering in spite of himself. 
He looked about him apprehensively. “Who would be watching us? The 
original inhabitants have been dead for millenniums already. Nobody lived 
through the catastrophe.” 


“And the antenna?” 


Morath did not answer. He pointed ahead where a wide door had been 
placed in the wall. It stood partly open as if the last one to use it had not 
had time to close it. The room behind it was smaller and was also devoid of 
furnishings. It did not appear to be built of material that was as resistant as 
the main structure of the building, and consequently it had not withstood 
the cold of space as well. There was a layer of fine dust on the floor. 


Morath struggled to conceive of the span of time that was involved here. 
“This dust — it’s all that remains of the articles that were once in this room. 
How long ago must that have been?” 


Mollner had no answer. 


They found many other doors with still more rooms behind them. An 
elevator they discovered was no longer functioning. In addition, however, 
they found a staircase leading upward. 


Morath examined it with interest. “Actually this should give us a hint of 
what these people looked like, but frankly I’m not sure. Have you any 
idea?” 

The steps were notably worn-looking and hollowed out as if they had been 
used excessively. Considering the elevator, however, this was not very 
probable. The only other conclusion was that they had been purposely 
formed this way. Moreover, they were very shallow steps that made it 
difficult for a human foot to fit on them. 

“More like a ladder,’ commented Mollner thoughtfully. “And hollow as 
well. 

But just don’t ask me what our brothers here looked like, sir.” 

“So I won’t ask you, Mollner, but — brothers? According to our basic 
instructions, all intelligences in the universe are our brothers, even when 
they look different than we do. But whether or not they would look at us 
the same way is another matter. Well, shall we go upstairs?” 

They made use of their antigravs to get to the next level. Here there was 
more in evidence than downstairs. Not everything was decayed or 


unrecognizable. The metallic objects now had more of the appearance of 
former chairs or couches. There were rectangular frames on the walls. 
Some of them still held thick, glasslike panes. The remains of wires or 
cables along the walls were also evident. Between the usual dust piles on 
the floor there were still various articles that were relatively intact. When 
their fastenings were transformed into dust, they must have fallen. 


Mollner spoke uncertainly. “I'd be inclined to think of a telecom or 
hypercom central...” 


“Possibly. At any rate, this place had something to do with the transmission 
of information. The ball antenna fits into this, which suggests interplanetary 
communication. According to that, they knew about space travel. Which 
also brings up the possibility that the majority of the population might have 
gotten away to safety before the ice set in.” 


“If they were that advanced, why didn’t they resist when the Posbis 
attacked? Have you found any traces of a war?” 


“No, Sergeant. The battle could have occurred in space. However, I 
wouldn’t count on it.” 


They fell to investigating the remains of the installation. Much of it was 
incomprehensible but their suspicions seemed to be confirmed that this 
must have been a technical radio communications center of some kind. 


“There’s still another level if I haven’t miscalculated,” said Mollner. 
“Maybe we’ll find something topside.” 


They climbed the stepladder staircase and were confronted by a closed 
door. This wasn’t different from the others except for one detail: it was 
closed and could not be opened. Its release mechanism was inoperative. 


“If ’'m not mistaken,” said Morath, “we’re just about under the roof where 
the ball antenna is located... .” 


He was interrupted by a voice in his helmet speaker: “Lt. Miller here, sir. 
Maj. Henderson is asking why no standard position report has come 
through. Their scanners have lost us.” 

Morath and Mollner exchanged glances. They had almost forgotten about 
the station. What should they answer? The commander assumed they had 
continued their flight and had not landed on the alien world. They had 
disobeyed orders. 

“Listen, Miller,” said Morath finally, “how can you be in contact with the 
station by hypercom, and yet they fail to track us?” 


“Can’t figure it either, sir. What should I answer?” 


“Tell them that we’re going according to plan.” 
“But ai 


“Do what I tell you! We can explain later. There’s no time for it now. At 
the end of the message, add that we’ll report again in an hour.” 


“Very well, sir.” 


Mollner smirked doubtfully. “Let’s hope Henderson won’t have our hides 
for this!” 


“The major isn’t that bad,” answered Morath consolingly. He looked at the 
locked door again. “Before I go back I want to know what’s hidden behind 
there. Do you know what I think? That the antenna was only put up there 
after the catastrophe. I should have figured it out sooner. Since it’s free of 
snow, so it had to be there only after the atmosphere had precipitated.” 


“That would mean . . .” Mollner was too alarmed to express his suspicion, 
but Morath nodded with certainty. 


“That's right! The Posbis came here later and set up a base. The only 
question is why they left it again and didn’t bother about it anymore. 
Maybe we’ll find out.” He drew his beamer from his belt. “We don’t have 
time to fool around, so we’ll force the door open.” 


The material proved to be very resistant, but when the first small hole 
appeared there was such a tremendous explosion that the two men were 
hurled several meters back. They landed softly in a large heap of dust, 
which swirled up around them and obscured their vision for a few 
moments. Then, as the haze lessened they were almost blinded by a 
brilliant light. Flakes were falling from the ceiling — like snow. 


Morath groaned. “That blows my mind! There was an atmosphere behind 
that door! When it couldn’t hold the pressure any more, it exploded. We 
were lucky. Are you hurt?” 


“T don’t think so.” Miller got up. The micro-transceiver dangled in its 
leather pouch at his side. He leaned down and picked up his weapon, which 
he had dropped. “All in one piece.” 


The door had been ripped out of its frame. Beyond was a room that 
appeared not to have suffered any kind of damage. It was true the air had 
been violently released from it but the suction hadn’t done anything other 
than to take the door out, since the hinges had evidently been loose. A 
bright light was hanging from the ceiling. 


Suddenly a massive figure emerged from the background and swayed 
toward the two men, who stared as if at a ghost. Even if there had been life 


in this room it should have been extinguished when the air was lost. Then 
they realized that they were facing a robot. Possessing a roughly humanlike 
form, it was over 6 feet tall and as wide as two husky men. It had no face 
but there was an antenna on its head case. It stood on a small platform 
equipped with 10 or 12 protuberances which seemed to carry it along. Two 
arms hung at its sides. 


Morath almost instinctively switched on the Swoon-built micro-receiver 
that was coupled to his mental absorber. With this device he could receive 
the Posbi’s transmitted impulses. The tiny sender also made an answer 
possible. There were a number of impulse answer formats that could be 
sent automatically. The symbolized vocabulary of the Posbis was small. 


“Are you the true life?” asked the robot. This was the stereotyped Posbi 
question, but the answer would always determine their behavior. 


Morath pressed the first key of the sender. “We are the true life form,” he 
transmitted. 


The robot’s two arms remained at its sides. Morath and Mollner were sure 
that deadly weapons were concealed in them. The robot seemed to be 
satisfied. Without asking any more questions, it glided back to its complex- 
looking controls and remained standing there. It seemed as if it had lost all 
further interest in its surroundings. Its viewing lenses were fixed on the 
console board. Its antenna still swayed lightly as a result of its previous 
movements. 


Morath ignored Mollner’s questioning gestures as they both went into the 
room. He was making a closer inspection of the place. The installations 
definitely indicated a transmitting station of the most powerful kind. Many 
items were remotely similar to the usual Terran or Arkonide equipment. 


Now Morath was aware of a faint vibration under his feet. He was sure that 
if there were still air in here he would have heard a humming noise. There 
had to be a generator or at least a transformer somewhere close by. An 
energy source was necessary to sustain the transmission activity. 


There was another question: why had the robot sealed the station 
hermetically and built up air pressure in here when it didn’t need an 
atmosphere, being purely mechanical? But there was a_ possible 
explanation: at moderate temperatures existing within an atmosphere, 
certain materials lasted longer than in a vacuum-especially materials 
employed in transmitting equipment. 


“What now?” asked Mollner softly, as if he feared the robot could hear 
him. But the Posbi gave no sign of having noticed him. It was still keeping 


both eyes focussed on its switchboards. Was it waiting for something? 
“T’d like to ask him what he’s doing here,” said Morath. 


“Isn’t that risky? He thinks we are also robots, so he’d assume we were 
properly instructed.” 


“That’s not at all certain.’ Morath tried to recall the limited symbol 
vocabulary he had at his disposal. “Keep one of those grenades ready. In an 
emergency we might have to destroy this thing.” 


Mollner nodded and reached into his pocket. The time delay of the bomb 
could be set to a maximum of half an hour, long enough to get to safety 
beforehand. For the sake of caution, however, he did not set it as yet. 


Morath approached the robot and transmitted: “What is your purpose?” 


It was a very vague question but he had no other symbol combination 
available. Perhaps the Posbi understood what was intended. 


“The goal is near,” came the answer. It wasn’t much to go by. What goal 
was the robot referring to?” 


“Have you been waiting long?” 
“Since yesterday.” 


Morath knew that “yesterday” might as well be 10000 years ago. Nor was 
this far-fetched. If this planet had come from the Milky Way and had since 
not altered its speed of drift, it could be as much as 50000 years ago that it 
was Stolen. If it had been pilfered from the Milky Way. 


“What are you waiting for?” asked Morath. He observed the unlighted 
viewscreen that the robot was steadfastly watching. 


“The signal! When it comes, a sun will shine again. 


Morath cautiously stepped back a few paces. It seemed inadvisable to ask 
any more questions. What he had gotten had to suffice. The context of it 
was clear. When the Posbis stole the planet, they had left a sentinel behind. 
When they decided to make use of the planet they would dismiss him. Until 
now this had not been the case. Hidden under a mysterious defense screen, 
the planet traveled its lonely path toward an unknown goal. 


“We don’t need the bomb,” he whispered to Mollner. “Let’s go. The robot 
will soon replace the door. He’ ll generate new air and wait. He’ll stay here 
until he’s relieved — in a thousand years or ten thousand, or never.” 


The Posbi paid no attention to them as they went back through the open 
doorframe and left the station. But when they came to the top of the 
staircase, two things happened at once. They were about to turn on their 
antigravs and float downward when they suddenly heard Sgt. Renee’s voice 


in their helmets. Due to its volume he sounded as if he were close to them. 
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. trying for 30 minutes, sir! Answer me! Where are you? We heard you 
mention that ball antenna I see on the roof here. Capt. Morath! Can you 
hear me?” 


Still at the top of the stairs, Morath paused to answer. “We hear you, 
Renee-don’t yell so loud! We haven’t interrupted our contact even for a 
minute. Something’s wrong with your equipment.” 


“Thank God! I hear you now. What is your location, sir?” 


“We’re inside under the gold sphere antenna. But what’s this about the 
telecom not working? And who ordered you to leave the ship?” 


“Lt. Miller, sir, when your signals stopped coming in. Can I —” 


A cry from Mollner cut him off. Morath had also sensed the movement 
behind him and spun around. The robot was coming toward them with 
raised weapon arms, its lenticular eyes flashing in seeming anger. 


“Let’s get out!” Morath shouted at Mollner, who still held the atom grenade 
in his hand. “Something’s gone wrong!” He simply jumped into the 
stairwell and turned on his antigrav as he went. 


Mollner set the timer on the bomb and threw it past the robot into the 
transmitter room. Then he followed the captain with a wild leap. The bomb 
would detonate in 3 minutes. 


“What’s the matter?” Renee’s voice rattled in their speakers. “I’m here at 
the entrance now.” 


While Mollner was descending and overtaking Morath, a blinding flash 
occurred and molten masonry flew past him, only to harden again before it 
hit the floor. With a single shot the robot had blasted open the outer wall of 
the building and caused it to collapse. It had ignored Morath and Mollner 
but fired instead at an enemy it had sensed outside. 


When Mollner landed next to Morath, the latter shouted at him. “Don’t you 
get it? Renee!” 

“What’s happening, sir?” asked Renee, whom they still couldn’t see. “Half 
the house fell on me, and now up in that opening I can see a robot.” 
Morath’s voice almost cracked as he shouted. “Your mental absorber, 
Renee! What’s happened to it?” 


For a few seconds there was a bewildered silence — then, meekly. “These 
darned combat suits with all their controls — excuse me, sir. I must have 
shut it off by accident.” 


“The robot sensed you, Renee. That’s why it attacked. Have you switched 


on?” 
Morath didn’t need an answer. The robot had ceased firing. They looked 


upward and saw its massive silhouette against the lighted background. It 
had turned around and was reentering the room. 


Mollner suddenly grasped Morath’s arm. “The bomb!” he whispered. “It'll 
go off in a minute or two!” 


Behind his helmet plate Morath turned pale. “You threw the grenade? 
Without orders? Have you lost your mind?” 


“Sir, I thought the robot was attacking us.” 


“But he was only attacking Renee, you — you —” Morath couldn’t think of 
anything appropriate, and besides there was no time. “Let’s get out of here! 
The explosion will tear off the whole roof!” 


They plunged down the stairwells, past new heaps of rubble and through 
thickly settling dust clouds. Below they encountered Renee, who stood 
waiting in the large reception hall. 


“On the double!” ordered Morath. He gave an involuntary sigh of relief 
when he was outside on the hardfrozen snow and could look up again at the 
Milky Way, which had drifted slightly Westward. “We have about 30 
seconds left!” he urged. 


While ascending, Morath saw the black hole in the gray-white wall. Only a 
faint light could be seen coming from the transmitter room where the Posbi 
was. It had gone back to its console to wait for the signal — a signal that 
would never arrive. The city fell away from them as they raced steeply 
upward and then glided outward over the frozen seabottom. In the distance 
was a dimly gleaming point — the Gazelle. But in spite of their velocity the 
brilliant blast of light overtook them when they were only about a 
kilometer distant from the city. 


Morath turned around in mid-flight. A funnel-shaped cloud of flames rose 
above the uneven hills of snow, narrow below and broader and darker 
above. Dark masses of rubble shot into the dark sky, finally losing speed 
and falling back again to the surface. A glowing mushroom formation did 
not occur because of the lack of an atmosphere. Instead, it expanded almost 
evenly in all directions. Then a second explosion tore off the roof of the 
entire building. 


Only seconds later, they reached the airlock of the Gazelle. When the outer 
hatch had been closed and air had streamed into the chamber, they got out 
of their suits. Somewhat stiff in their legs, they went into the control central 
where Miller sat at the flight console and observed them with interest. 


Exhaustedly, Morath sat downn “Gentlemen,” he said gloomily, “you’re all 
aware of the fact that we’re going to have to come up with some good 
explanations. Not only you, Miller, for sending Renee after us.” 


“When our contact was cut off, sir, I was worried —” 


“Well, we can all start worrying now,” Morath cut him off. “What are we 
going to tell Henderson? We carried out a landing although he ordered us 
to continue the flight plan. Of course he couldn’t track the planet when we 
were looking at it. We operated on our own, but in my opinion correctly. 
Only it might have been unnecessary to destroy the Posbis’ transmitter 
station. That one’s chalked up to you, Renee, but it can’t be changed now. 
Who knows, anyway, if it could have been of any use to us?” 


Renee gave a sigh of relief. 
“Were you in contact with the station, Miller?” Morath asked. 


“It cut off suddenly, Captain. We could hear their calls but they weren’t 
receiving our answers.” 


“The defense screen of the planet seems to vary,” reflected Morath. “Okay, 
let’s take off. We’ll just report everything to Henderson exactly the way it 
happened. I can’t think of anything better.” 


Miller got up and went back to the copilot’s seat. Renee and Mollner 
returned to the com room and sent a call to the station. Paechler, the only 
one left with a clear conscience, squeezed himself in behind his weapon 
controls. Morath took over Miller’s seat and made the takeoff. 


He made a long sweep over the city which was marked now by a deeper 
darkness. “The Posbis will wonder about that,” he said with a note of 
satisfaction. 


Then the Gazelle shot up into the void on a direct course toward M-S-13 
and raced toward its first transition. Prior to the hyperspace jump they 
reestablished contact with the station, however. 


Maj. Henderson was enraged at first when Morath told him of their landing 
on the alien planet, but then he suddenly became very quiet. Finally, he 
said, “At any rate, Captain, you’ve done something nobody else has ever 
accomplished. With four men and a little Gazelle you’ve stolen an entire 
planet away from the Posbis. Or do you think the robots could find it again, 
if their trace signal is lost? Unfortunately we’re faced with the same 
problem. Or can you still see the planet?” Morath signaled to Mollner who 
put the scanners into action. After 2 minutes the results were in. 


“No, sir. The planet has disappeared. Space is clear for 50 light years — 


except for our station and two other Gazelles. But we do know its 
position.” 

“T’m afraid you’re wrong there,” said Henderson. “You may have knocked 
out their transmitter station, but not the power sources that maintain the 
screen and hold the planet on its course. Maybe it’s all automatic, or there 
could be a second Posbi there. In any case I’ll lay you any odds that the 
course programming is intact. But we don’t know that course, so just try to 
find it sometime.” 


Morath chose to remain silent. Only much later was it to be known that 
Maj. Henderson’s suspicion had hit the truth of the matter. 


2. 
HARNO RETURNS 


Chief com operator Fritz Bose waited patiently. All the observation stations 
had long since sent in their standby signals, but today Schramm seemed to 
be taking an unusually long time at Central. A confirmation had come 
through, but with a signal to wait. That could only mean that the 
information message hadn’t been fully assembled as yet. 


Maj. Henderson and Capt. Morath sat in the control central and also waited, 
although not as patiently as Bose, who had connected them through to his 
board. 


“[’m anxious to hear what Schramm will have to say about your caper,” 
said Henderson as he looked sullenly at Morath. “No, don’t worry — in my 
own interests I'll mention that I did not forbid the landing. That will make 
the thing legal enough, because what else is a scout ship for?” 


Minutes passed, and finally Schramm came through. Today his voice had a 
little color to it and indicated that the speaker was only human, after all. 
Somehow this comforted Henderson, as well as Morath. 


“Excuse the delay,” said Schramm without giving a reason. “The brief 
information for today is: results of research on the Posbi nerve plasma have 
revealed that there is no variation in the quality of our samples. Each brain 
quantity determines the level of intelligence for that particular Posbi. 
Normally there is enough to generate the feeling of hatred against all forms 
of organic life, and the resultant reactions are of course known to us. In 
addition the plasma generates an extreme zeal for learning. It is suspected 
that a sufficient quantity of the bio-substance would make valid thinking 
processes possible. This is the information portion for today. All stations 
will now submit their reports. After that, remain on standby reception 
because an important announcement for one of the stations will follow. 
That is all.” 


Henderson looked questioningly at Morath. “What’s that supposed to 
mean? One of the stations will receive an important piece of information? 
Which one?” 


Morath didn’t have an answer. They listened in silence to the routine 
reports of the other stations until M-S-13 was called upon. As briefly as 
possible, Maj. Henderson described the reconnaissance flight of the 


Gazelle. He mentioned the mysterious appearance of the dark planet, 
explaining that it was hidden behind an unknown type of defense screen. 
Then he reported Capt. Morath’s landing there and the destruction of the 
Posbi transmitter station. 


When Schramm confirmed receipt of the report, he did so with his usual 
objectivity. Then M-S-14 began to transmit its daily dispatch. 


Henderson sank back into his seat. “Well, if that’s all there is to it we can 
count ourselves lucky. He didn’t protest that we had made a landing 
without his instructions. Maybe you really lucked out and there will be no 
repercussions from your adventure.” 


Morath became defensive. “I’m not aware of any misconduct, sir. I'd 
always operate in the same way as long as we’re dealing with Posbis. What 
could I have done otherwise?” 


After another hour, Schramm finished with the network reports. “All 
reports received. Transmission ended. All units will now cut off their 
receivers, with the exception of M-S-13. That is all.” 


Sgt. Bose already had his hand on the cut-off switch, but when he heard 
this he was startled. “That’s us!’ he gasped. 


Henderson nodded to his image on the screen. “That’s right — you heard 
him. Now we’ll probably get the real reaction to our report.” 


Some seconds passed before Schramm asked, “Is the commander of M- 
S-13 in the communications central?” 


“At once!” called Henderson. He sprang up and rushed to Bose in the 
nearby com room. “Maj. Henderson standing by, sir!” 


The hypercom viewscreen was dark because Schramm never showed his 
face, yet even as Henderson spoke the great oval screen flashed with bright 
colors, creating abstract patterns at first until the lighted raster stabilized 
itself. 


“Ts your screen clear, M-S-13?” 


“All clear, sir.” Henderson had a pulling sensation in his stomach. What the 
incredible about to happen? Was Schramm going to make an exception? 
Was he, Henderson, to finally learn the identity of their “Rim Security” 
leader? 


The color pattern vanished. A face appeared on the screen and looked at 
Henderson out of a pair of cool gray eyes. Above them was a shock of dark 
hair and below was a straight, lean nose and a mouth that was firm. Rather 
than bitter or stern, it gave the impression of being accustomed to 


command. 


9 


Henderson recognized the face immediately. “Sir... ? 


The man smiled. His features relaxed suddenly because by now he seemed 
to also recognize Henderson’s face on his screen. “Hello, Maj. Henderson. 
It’s nice to see you again.” 


“The pleasure is all mine, sir. I was just surprised because I thought Col. 
Schramm was going to speak to me.” 


Perry Rhodan continued to smile. “So now you’ re disappointed, is that it?” 
He turned his head a moment as if someone had given him a signal. He 
nodded and turned back to Henderson. “I heard your report, Major. You 
discovered a Posbi planet and have probably lost it again. No, ’'m not 
blaming you for it, because we don’t know all the secrets of the Posbi 
civilization yet. They have energy screens that are unfamiliar to us in 
principle. In fact if you hadn’t lost it again I would be quite concerned at 
present. But Id like to have a look at it, myself. Above all, I’d like to have 
a word with Capt. Morath.” 


In the control central, Morath paled slightly although the friendly tone of 
Rhodan’s voice hadn’t changed. 


“Very well, sir, PIl call Morath immediately —” 


Rhodan quickly interrupted him. “You misunderstand me, Major. Don’t 
bother calling him now. In a few hours I will be there. Please prepare 
quarters for 35 persons. My flagship will bring us to you.” 


There were emergency provisions for accommodating an expanded crew of 
up to 60 men on the station, so his did not concern Henderson. He was a bit 
on edge, however, that the First Administrator was coming on board 
personally. What could it all mean? Rhodan smiled again. “Very well, 
Major. I’m looking forward to meeting your Capt. Morath, and naturally it 
will be a pleasure to see you again. Until then, over and out.” 

The viewscreen went blank. Bose shut of the receiver. Maj. Henderson 
went back to the control central, where Capt. Morath looked at him 
questioningly. 

“What was he saying? — that he was looking forward to meeting me? 
What’s that supposed to mean? Shouldn’t I just save him the trouble and 
strip off my commission insignia myself?” 

“Now why should you do a thing like that?” grinned Henderson somewhat 
sadistically. 

Morath didn’t know Rhodan personally. Henderson knew that the 


Administrator’s visit was not going to be an unpleasant one. 


*k 


Alongside the spherical hull of the THEODORICH, measuring almost a 
mile in diameter, the M-S-13 was a midget. Perry Rhodan had already 
transferred over to the station along with those he had selected to 
accompany him. Meanwhile he had had a last word with Jefe Claudrin, the 
commander of the super battleship, ordering him to withdraw to a certain 
planned position where he was to await further instructions. Then the 
THEODORICH had glided away toward the Milky Way and within a 
matter of minutes it was lost from view in the glitter of stars. 


Thirty Antis, members of the Baalol cult, were accommodated in the mess 
quarters and guards were posted at the doors. Cabins were assigned to the 
remainder of Rhodan’s company — Pucky, Iltu, John Marshall and Betty 
Toufry. Rhodan accompanied Henderson to the control central where 
Morath was waiting for them with very mixed feelings. 


Rhodan went to the captain with outstretched hand. “Capt. Morath, Id like 
to thank you for your courage, which you demonstrated by visiting a Posbi 
planet in a Gazelle. I think that our scientists will be able to draw new 
conclusions from this that we aren’t able to perceive at the moment. I’d like 
to have a more detailed account from you. No, not now — but later.” 


When Morath felt Rhodan’s firm handshake it seemed that a small part of 
the other’s immortality streamed into his mortal frame. All his cares 
seemed to vanish and he felt proud to serve this man. 


Rhodan asked them to sit down. “Gentlemen, I have to talk to you. Of 
course Capt. Morath’s adventure is only a small part of the reason why I 
have come to you. I chose M-S-13 because I want to couple first-hand 
reporting with my own operation. As you have observed, in addition to my 
best telepaths I’ve also brought along 30 Antis. It’s to their credit that they 
have voluntarily placed themselves at our disposal. Their combined mental 
powers will serve as a telepathic amplifying station. But now I'll not keep 
you in suspense any longer. You see, our fight against the Posbis has 
reached a stage that is cause for great concern. We’ve lost our most 
effective weapon but have also created a new one. However, we still need a 
strong ally to help us search out the robots’ invisible bases and to also find 
out when and where they will strike. I have come here to search for 
Harno.” 


Harno! 


Henderson and Morath knew of Harno at least by reputation. The ball- 
shaped energy being whose feats bordered on the miraculous. Living on 
light energy, he was many millions of years old. 


“After our last association with him, Harno disappeared. He contacted us a 
few more times and then vanished without a trace. We have reason to 
assume that he’s no longer anywhere in the galaxy, and that he’s pushed 
onward into the Abyss. With our combined powers we will try to make 
contact with him again. Four telepaths reinforced by 30 Antis should be 
able to do it.” 


When Rhodan finished there was silence in the control central. Henderson 
nervously chewed at his underlip, but Morath’s eyes gleamed in 
anticipation for new adventure. 


“Tt will not be easy,” continued Rhodan. “I plan to have a daily group 
telepathic session lasting for about an hour. The telepaths must not be 
overtaxed. How long we’ll have to wait is something none of us can say. 
I'll stay here a week. If by that time we don’t succeed . . .” He left the rest 
unspoken but a slight gesture of his hand said everything. 


“Where will the sessions take place?” asked Henderson. 


“Here in the control central,” said Rhodan, looking about him. “From here 
their impulses can be radiated directly into the void, and there’s room here 
for all of them. What I mean is, the direct view of outer space will increase 
the telepaths’ output to a maximum, because their call will go out in that 
direction.” 


After this, Rhodan conversed with Morath and let him describe the details 
of his adventure. Then he nodded. “No one knows how long ago it was that 
the Posbis started robbing planets. Their technical means must have been 
even greater then than today. They took the planets, inhibited or not, and 
absconded with them into the Abyss where they used them for building up 
a ring of fortress strongholds. We aren’t able to track these planets down 
because in most cases they are hidden behind a time field. Only accidental 
situations can help us as in the case of Everblack. And you were lucky, too, 
Captain. Unfortunately you lost your planet again, but that doesn’t matter 
just now. I take it from what you’ve told me that it was not built up by the 
Posbis. They may have even forgotten it. In that case your mission was 
doubly valuable because now perhaps the robots may never find it.” 


He excused himself then, intending to take a rest. Henderson and Morath 
remained behind. 


“Well, what do you think of the Chief?’ Henderson was somewhat proud to 


have met Rhodan for the second time. “Isn’t he something?” 


Morath agreed. “Yes, it’s an experience to talk with him. Now I’m 
beginning to understand why the Earth became a partner of the Arkonide 
Imperium. When a man like Rhodan represents us .. . !” 


ok 


The 30 Antis formed a circle around the 4 telepaths. 


John Marshall, the leader of Earth’s Mutant Corps, sat crosslegged on the 
deck. He had been one of the first telepaths Rhodan discovered almost 150 
years ago on the Earth. Radioactive effects of the Hiroshima bombs and 
various illegal experimental nuclear explosions had caused a mutation of 
corresponding sectors in his brain. Other mutants had shown up, but then 
their occurrence suddenly ceased. Fortunately there was no basis to the fear 
that a human super race was secretly emerging. The mutations had been 
accidental, brought on by unknown combinations of radiation fallout. At 
least this was the general belief today. 


On Marshall’s right sat Betty Toufry, telepath and psychokinetics expert. 
Next to them were the two mousebeavers, Pucky and IIltu. They all held 
hands to establish bodily contact and to amplify their thought impulses. 
Pucky was one meter in height and only slightly taller than IItu, the girl 
mousebeaver, but he was the strongest telepath in the group. Thus he “led” 
the mental transmission. His impulses were picked up by the others and 
repeated. In turn, their combined output was strengthened by the Antis. 


The telepathic call for help, hurled into endlessness, was the strongest 
mental output ever known. No one could guess how far away it was 
perceptible, but neither did anyone know where Harno might be at present. 


Perry Rhodan sat almost unnoticed. In a corner of the control central. He 
held himself absolutely relaxed and had screened off his thoughts so as not 
to disturb the mutants. Only when Harno answered would he take part in 
the proceedings. Maj. Henderson stood outside in the corridor and made 
sure that the crew complied with the order for an hour of silence. A deathly 
silence reigned on board the station. Instrument rooms and machinery 
sections might have been abandoned chambers on a ghost ship. 


Without being subject to the laws of physical mechanics, the telepathic 
impulses raced into space a billion times faster than light, or even faster. 
They were capable of reaching the ends of the universe in the same 
moment in which the telepaths sent them out. There was nothing swifter 
than thought. 


After half an hour the 4 telepaths went into a receptive mode and opened 
their para senses for an answer out of the Cosmos. But they received no 
reply to their call. 


“We’ve been trying for almost a week now,” chirped Pucky in his typically 
shrill voice, at the same time scratching his girl friend, Itu. “But that tele- 
bubble doesn’t answer.” 


All mousebeavers suffered the same vices, but their greatest delight was to 
be scratched. Since Pucky had come to know IItu and was no longer alone 
among humans, the roles had been changed. Formerly it had been the 
humans who had scratched Pucky. Nowadays, however, it was IItu who 
enjoyed this process almost exclusively, of course very much to Pucky’s 
disadvantage. 


Marshall offered an observation. “The intensity of our telepathic output is 
so great that half the crew suffers headaches. The call is picked up by non- 
telepaths — that’s really something!” 


Rhodan nodded. “I’m beginning to worry about Harno. He’d have to hear 
us by now. Has something happened to him? That’s hard to imagine 
because Harno always emphasized that he was immortal as long as the stars 
were shining. In the Abyss there are few stars, but there are galaxies. He 
must derive sufficient nourishment from their light. 


“We could put that living TV station to good use,” said Marshall. “He’s the 
only one who can reproduce a scene that’s occurring a thousand or 10000 
light years away. We’re not going to give up, sir, are we?” 

“Another two days, John, that’s all. We can’t waste our time here. The next 
transmission will be in two hours. I’m going to take a nap. The flight with 
Capt. Morath has tired me out.” 


“Oh yes, you went looking for the dark planet. Did you find anything?” 


Rhodan shook his head. “Naturally not. We flew to the calculated position 
but didn’t come across it. Then we reflew the course that had been 
registered in the Gazelle’s positronic memory. Again nothing. What 
Henderson feared must have actually happened. The planet changed its 
course and velocity. At any rate, it’s flying blind now because its eyes are 
gone — the transmitter station. Probably the Posbis won’t have any more 
chance of finding it again than we have.” 


“That’s a consoling thought!” said Pucky, lowering his paw. “Iltu, you can 


scratch yourself if you want. Do you think I’m a robot?” 


“TI don’t have to depend on you!” she snapped, infuriated, and with one 
jump she was in Rhodan’s lap. There she cleverly lowered her eyes and 
rolled up cutely while chirping affectionately, “There are still gentlemen to 
be found these days — wouldn’t you say, Perry?” 


“Tm afraid not,” said Rhodan as he handed Iltu over to Marshall. “I’ve 
already said that I wanted to get some sleep.” He got up and went to the 
door. “In two hours then. Amuse yourselves in the meantime.” 


Marshall sighed and softly stroked the silken fur of the mousebeaver 
maiden. “You’re wrong, Iltu,’ he said reproachfully as he read her mind. 
“I’m not doing this because I have to. I’m doing it of my own free will 
because you’re quite a charming bundle, Iltu — much more delightful than 
Pucky.” 


She purred heavily and pleasurably closed her eyes. In his corner Pucky sat 
crosslegged on his couch in a peevish mood. “There’s no loyalty left in the 
universe,” he declared, disillusioned. 


This time the session only lasted 10 minutes before Harno answered. 


When Rhodan saw Marshall tense suddenly, he got up immediately and 
stepped behind him. Carefully, he placed the flat of his hand against the 
back of the mutant’s neck in order to make contact. He himself was only a 
weak telepath, and without the help of the telepaths and the 30 Antis he 
would hardly have succeeded in picking up the slightest impulse over such 
a vast distance. In this way, however, he could understand the message 
clearly although it was faint and unimaginably far off. 


“Who calls me so urgently? Are these my friends of Terra?” 
“Will it suffice, John,” asked Rhodan, “if I simply speak?” 


“Thinking alone would do it, but I think you can concentrate better if you 
speak.” 


Rhodan nodded and pressed his hand more firmly against Marshall’s neck. 
Now when he spoke, his words and thoughts were picked up by the 4 
telepaths and synchronously transmitted onward. The Antis amplified the 
group output as well as the reception. 

“This is Perry Rhodan. I have received your question, Harno. I need your 
help. Can you understand me?” He spoke slowly and carefully, matching 
his thoughts exactly. 


Only a few seconds passed before the answer came: “I can not come away 
from here, my friend.” 


Rhodan compressed his lips and then said, “Without your help, Harno, 
Terra is lost — perhaps even Arkon and the entire galaxy. Will you still not 
come?” 


This time there was a longer pause before the answer came: “Lost? Please 
clarify.” 

“Have you ever heard of the Posbis? Robots who can feel? They hate 
everything organic and attack us with their superior weapons. They have 
thrust themselves to the edge of the galaxy. Every day now we are 
expecting their attack, but we can’t be everywhere. By the time we find out 
where they are it could be too late. You have to help us.” 


“Feeling robots?” A short pause — then: “Yes, I know them.” Rhodan 
almost thought he detected a note of astonishment in the other’s impulses. 
“The robots are there?” 


“Yes, Harno. And you? Why can’t you come? What holds you, and where 
are you?” 

“Don’t ask me about that, Perry Rhodan! Even I am subject to certain laws 
I must bend to. Perhaps I can interrupt my sojourn here, but I must return.” 


“If you will just come, Harno. However great the distance may be, could it 
be a loss of time for you?” 


Something like laughter pulsated in Rhodan’s brain. “Loss of time .. . ? 
No, not that. But perhaps some lonely star must die so that I can travel. 
Why such an astonished face? And now — even more amazement! Naturally 
I can see you, you should know that. And it seems to me that I’m seeing 
double when I look at the mouse bear. Did he accidentally fall into a 
duplicator?” 


Pucky snorted audibly when he caught this distorted reference to his 
species, but he didn’t move in order not to disturb the transmission. 


“Pucky has acquired a female companion,” said Rhodan calmly. “Are you 
coming?” 

“I am already here.” The answer was so intense that Rhodan felt a sharp 
pain in his head. He let go of the nape of Marshall’s neck and looked up at 
the ceiling. 

Shimmering above them was a fist-sized sphere of energy that appeared to 
be spinning at a bewildering speed. Blue lightnings shot in all directions 
but were extinguished before touching anything solid. The ball sank lower 


gradually until it stood over the mutants. The Antis watched it and didn’t 
dare to move. They had never seen such a thing, and they surmised that 
they were facing a power that was superior to that of their cult. 


Marshall took care of having the Antis taken to their quarters. Only then 
did Rhodan speak. 


“T thank you, Harno. I hope the distance was not too great. You hardly took 
a second to get here.” 


“It only seems so, Rhodan. For you only a second passed.” The sphere sank 
lower and went once around Pucky’s head. “For you, too, mouse bear.” 


“T am a mousebeaver!” squeaked Pucky indignantly. 


“Even that,’ admitted Harno. After making a curve around Iltu’s face he 
came closer to Rhodan. “I changed into a different time plane to make my 
travel preparations, to gather energy, and to accomplish the trip itself. Then 
here in this location I returned to the normal dimension. And here I am.” 


“T thank you again,” said Rhodan. “But speaking of time, in any case we 
shouldn’t lose any. Marshall, make a hypercom contact with the 
THEODORICH. Have Claudrin pick us up at once.” He waited until the 
telepath had left the control central. “I must ask you, Harno, to stay with us 
a few days. Our surveillance network on the rim of the Milky Way is not 
enough. You can take the place of a thousand ships and still be with men I 
have to know if the Posbis are attacking. And I must then strike before they 
can disappear again. You must know that the galaxy belongs to us, not 
them.” 


“It belongs to all who are peaceful,” corrected Harno. 


“Whatever,” replied Rhodan. “But the Posbis are far from peaceful. They 
kill everybody! They have stolen many planets away from their suns and 
have con-signed the inhabitants to a horrible death. Is right on their side?” 


“IT know the Posbis, Rhodan. They are still a menace. I will help you. Tell 
me what I should do.” 


“Can you see the universe?” Rhodan made a helpless gesture with his 
hands. “I mean, you can be almost everywhere simultaneously and see 
everything, all worlds — wherever they may be... ?” 


“My capacities are limited, my friend. But certainly I can see more than 10 
billions of humans all together. Wait . . .” The sphere seemed to swell up 
slightly, its color changed and became deep blue. “Yes, I believe I can 
serve you, and I know what you want. For example I see Atlan in his glass 
palace. Or Reginald Bell, your second-in-command. I see he’s on board the 


THEODORICH. And Terra, your home world, still revolves around its sun. 
There, at least, are no Posbis.’’ Harno assumed his normal size and became 
black. “Well, do you think that is enough?” 


Marshall returned to the control central. “The THEODORICH will arrive in 
two hours, sir.” 


Rhodan nodded to him. “Good. We’ll return to the Milky Way. I seem to 
have a hunch that we’ll be needed there.” 


A few minutes later when Rhodan had Maj. Henderson and Capt. Morath 
come into the control central, the two men experienced a surprise. They 
had never seen Harno before, and although they knew what Rhodan had 
been searching for they were startled to see the faintly shimmering sphere 
floating in the middle of the room. So this was the mysterious being who 
fed on light and had conquered time. A ball formed of shimmering energy 
that looked like metal. A sphere that could think, change its form as it 
pleased, or conjure up any point in the universe on its polished surface 
when anyone asked it to. 


Rhodan gazed steadily into the eyes of both men. “I have to thank you for 
your support,” he said. “Especially you, Capt. Morath. You still don’t know 
what danger you were exposed to when you landed on that Posbi planet, 
but that in no way diminishes the service you have rendered. The Earth 
needs determined men who can act independently and make quick 
decisions. You fastened one more screw to the weapon we will one day use 
to defeat the robots, Captain.” 


“T only did my duty, sir,” said Morath, embarrassed. 
“Precisely,” said Rhodan, and shook his hand. 


3: 
VISIONS OF DOOM 


In contrast to the tiny Gazelle, Rhodan’s flagship was equipped with linear 
space drive. Instead of bridging the light years in blind transition flight, the 
THEODORICH flew with its “eyes open,” as Bell expressed it. The target 
star always remained visible, and at maximum output of the Kalup 
absorption field thousands of light years could be traversed within an hour. 


Rhodan had come to the control central to confer with Bell and 
Commander Jefe Claudrin. The latest information from the advanced task 
fleet was that nothing new had been observed. It was still quiet along the 
“Rim.” 

Claudrin was a massive giant of a man who remotely resembled a 
Mounder. As an environmentally-adapted human he was born on a world 
of more than twice Earth’s gravity, which gave him almost superhuman 
strength. Correspondingly, his deep voice was thunderous enough to cause 
light articles in the room to rattle. 


“And you think, sir, that the new narco guns can replace our lost fictive 
transmitter?” 


“T hope so,” replied Rhodan. “The only thing we can rely on is the fact that 
they were developed along with the mental absorbers, which were based on 
a variation of the same principle: precise attunement to the thinking plasma 
of the Posbis. When the plasma is inactivated, they become helpless. Then 
they are nothing more than ordinary robots — and those we can handle. 


“Our scientists are probably right, I suppose,” rumbled Claudrin, glancing 
at his 1st officer who was navigating the titanic ship. Reg Thomas was a 
blond, medium-built officer with a deep scar on his left cheek. “And you 
plan to use these weapons only when the Posbis attack the galaxy?” 


“Yes, for the sake of surprise. There’s no sense in demonstrating their 
power during some incidental encounter in the Abyss. Sooner or later the 
Posbis will attack a planet in the Milky Way, and then they’ll be in for a 
jolt. In spite of all our observation stations, however, we could never move 
fast enough to reach the location of such an attack, and that’s why I called 
for Harno’s help. With him we may save days of valuable time?” 


Bell harumphed. “Harno can’t be everywhere,” he commented. 


The sphere near the ceiling appeared to swell up. It sank slightly lower. Its 
thought impulses could be sensed by a non-telepath. Harno could 
communicate telepathically with any intelligent being, and in this respect 
he was the best of all interpreters. “I can’t be everywhere at the same time,” 
he said mentally, “but in rapid sequence I can cover almost everywhere. 
While you’ve been talking ’ve been wandering along the outlying sectors 
of the Milky Way. There are more inhabited worlds than you are capable of 
imagining. On many of them there is war and destruction, but that doesn’t 
concern us. We are not gods. None of these conflicts I have seen are 
connected with the Posbis, however. One thing, Rhodan: you always think 
that the robots must come from the direction of the Andromeda nebula. 
That is not necessary at all. Perhaps the attack could come precisely from 
the opposite direction. Well, Reginald Bell? Have I dispelled your doubts?” 


Bell hastened to explain. “I’ve never doubted your ability. I just didn’t 
want everybody to expect too much of you.” 


“Very considerate,” said the sphere appreciatively, and it rose up to the 
ceiling again. 

Later, Rhodan went on a tour of the ship with Bell and Claudrin, to make 
sure that the narco cannons were ready for action. In one of the hangars he 
inspected the newly designed flying tanks which were equipped with the 
new weapon. They were fast and maneuverable, capable of being easily 
launched and landed anywhere, and even in an atmosphere they delivered a 
high-speed performance. In another hangar were the Gazelles, which had 
also been fitted out with narco guns. Rhodan hoped that the 
THEODORICH alone would be able to subdue a Posbi planet, but he also 
knew that he could be as easily mistaken. The first real engagement would 
show whether or not the ship was equal to the enemy. 


When he came back into the control central, the first thing he saw was 
Harno’s spherical form. It was still hovering close to the ceiling but had 
become larger. Its thought impulses were hesitant. 


“I was just about to search for you, Rhodan. It may be that I have 
discovered something.” 

“Discovered? What?” 

“Wait. I want to be sure.” 


Harno sank down lower while increasing in size. The ball shape floated 
weightlessly in the middle of the control central, still growing larger until it 
was finally a meter in diameter. Its smoothly polished surface became 
milky white like a view screen. Colorful reflections flickered across it and 


gradually formed a picture. 


“The planet is entirely unknown to me,” Harno informed them. He still 
seemed to be hesitating. “As you will soon see, it is inhabited by a 
humanoid race, but it has been struck by a frightful disaster. Now see for 
yourselves.” 


The picture on Harno’s surface was so natural that one had the impression 
of looking through a window at another world. At first the planet was far 
away, but it appeared to approach with unimaginable speed. An orange-red 
sun drifted sidewards from the picture as the planet grew larger. It was a 
green, oxygen world covered with oceans, seas and forested continents. 
Vast centers of civilization gave evidence of an advanced intelligence. 
Gleaming bands of silver seemed to link the cities together over mountains 
and continents. The scene drew constantly nearer and details began to stand 
out more clearly. Harno selected one of the larger cities and magnified the 
view so that those gathered in the control central could make out individual 
persons. They were definitely human like Terrans and Arkonides. They 
were running amongst each other in a confusion of panic, and every sense 
of order seemed to have been lost. Sleek aircraft took off from small, 
parklike fields, but there they went from the frying pan into the fire, as 
Harno described it later. 


From the North a black cloud approached the city like a moving wall — but 
was it actually a cloud? It was spinning with a tremendous velocity and 
formed itself into a vast funnel that sucked everything up with an 
irresistible force. Entire mountaintops broke loose from their stone 
foundations and disappeared into the cloud. 


The first houses on the edge of the city were gripped by the whirlwind. 
They suddenly began to spin like tops, wrenching loose from their 
anchorages and rising with seeming weightlessness into the air, only to 
disappear into the cloud without a trace. And with them went thousands of 
desperately struggling humans who had no means of countering this 
uncanny force. 


“What a ghastly natural catastrophe!” groaned Bell, taking a step back in 
horror. “To think that it’s happening in this very moment and we can’t do 
anything to help! How is it possible for dozens of those cyclones to occur 
at once?” 


“Natural catastrophe?” said Harno. There was no doubt that he had another 
opinion of it. Rhodan remained silent, watching then scene of destruction in 
bitter helplessness. “So you think this has to do with natural forces? ’m 
going to show you something that will quickly change your mind. But 


don’t be overly shocked, because what you are about to see is no longer 
unfamiliar to you.” 


The planet receded somewhat into the void. At first Rhodan was thankful to 
Harno for sparing him the further sight of a doomed civilization, but then 
his eyes widened in new alarm. Like a ring of fortresses around the ill-fated 
planet, a full dozen strange-looking spaceships came into view. They were 
alien, monstrous structures, roughly cubical but distorted in shape. 
Measuring more than 2 kms in thickness, their hulls revealed bizarre 
rectangular surfaces and strange protuberances. 


Fragment ships of the Posbis! 


From each of the vessels a dark, shadowy something reached down to the 
planet’s surface like a kind of connecting tube or writhing hose. There was 
a ghostly suggestion of flying objects shooting upward through these tubes 
in to each of the ships — the uprooted debris of the planet itself, including 
the inhabitants. 


“My God!” Rhodan blurted out in spite of himself. “It looks as if they are 
scraping off the surface of the planet so that nobody can exist there 
anymore!” 


“T don’t know the reason for it,” commented Harno. “I only know that these 
are the Posbis, and that in a few days this world will be uninhabited. For all 
of us there has never been a greater menace, because they have no 
conscience regarding organic beings. They throw life away as you would 
cast out a used piece of machinery.” 


Rhodan still glared in bitter rage at Harno’s viewing surface. “What world 
is that?” he demanded. “Where is it located?” 


“This I can’t tell you, Rhodan. I found it purely by chance, without tracing 
it down. The sun is unknown to me. I picked it out at random, so I have no 
point of reference as to where it might be.” 


“But I need those coordinates, Harno! Can’t you at least try to determine its 
location? It must be possible somehow!” 


“It is possible, but only if I go back star by star until I return here. That can 
last days or weeks. Have you that much time?” 


Rhodan knew he didn’t have the time, but perhaps there was another way. 
“All right, then let’s try something else. Show me exactly what’s happening 
down there below,” he said, pointing to the planet. “I want to see those 
people again. Maybe their appearance will give me a clue to their origin. 
We don’t have many human races in the galaxy that are not related to one 
another.” 


Bell turned away as the ghastly scene of destruction grew larger and more 
graphic. He couldn’t look on anymore while helpless masses of people 
were snatched up by the artificial storms and sucked away to their doom. 
Inwardly, however, his burning hatred increased a thousand times against 
the Posbis, to whom a human life meant no more than a fleck of dust. 


Rhodan did not remove his gaze from the scene, no matter how hard it was 
to view the disaster in all its details. “They don’t have space travel,” he 
said, more to himself than to the others. “In spite of their advanced 
technology they either overlooked the development of space flight — or they 
don’t need it. Hm-m . . . that might be the first clue.” He sent a thought to 
Harno. “Can you determine if they are far from the edge of the Milky Way? 
The approximate direction? Can you give me any indication?” 


“Only the direction,” replied Harno. He made a mental suggestion which 
pointed toward the galactic center. 


Rhodan paled. “There?” he asked in new alarm. “Not on the Rim? But it’s 
not possible that the Posbis could thrust right into the center of the galaxy 
without our knowing it!” 


Before Harno could answer the intercom buzzed. At the control console, 
Reg Thomas plugged in a connection to the caller. It was the com room. 


“Ts the Chief in the control central? This is Brazo Alkher. I believe this is 
urgent...” 


“Rhodan here — what is it?” 


“[’m in the com central, sir. We’re picking up weak hypercom signals that 
are very unusual. They come from a great distance, in pulse-burst code. 
We’ ve intercepted the message and recorded it. The analysis is in process. 
Unfortunately we are not able to fix a direction, sir.” 


Rhodan still did not suspect there was a connection with his immediate 
concerns. “Can you break the code?” he asked. 


“We’ve already done so, sir. The clear text can be played back in a few 
minutes.” 

“Put it through here. We’ ll hold the intercom open.” 

Rhodan turned his attention again to Harno. In silence he watched the 
different suction fields as they drifted like terrible serpents across the land 
and devoured everything in their paths. Mountains and cities hurtled 
through the dark tubes at an incalculable speed and vanished in the cubical 
spaceships. 


“That might be the second clue,” he said suddenly. Bell looked at him in 


amazement and Claudrin also raised his brows. “The layout of the cities 
reminds me a little of the way the Arkonides designed their central areas. 
Squarish, diagonal, with a few funnel-shaped buildings. Also, I saw a 
transmitter station.” 


“A transmitter station?” 


“Well — not directly. An energy arc, to be more exact. It vanished before it 
could be used. There doesn’t seem to be many of them left on the planet.” 


“Energy arc?” queried Bell. “You don’t mean a matter transmitter like the 
kind they use in the Blue System?” 


“But I do,” declared Rhodan. He gave no further explanation, however, 
because at that moment Brazo Alker interrupted from the com room. 


“The positronic brain has finished deciphering, sir. Shall I read it to you? 
There are only fragments of the message. The transmitter lies at a distance 
of 50000 light years.” 

Rhodan’s eyes narrowed. “Fifty thousand?’ He strove to grasp this 
mentally. The THEODORICH was located on the rim of the Milky Way. If 
Harno was right about the direction, the alien planet would have to be 
beyond the center of the galaxy! “Read it, Captain!” 


Brazo Alkher read: “. . . attacked! Spaceships never observed before. 
Construction .. . cubical... 2 kms on a side. Cone-shaped whirlwinds are 
sucking everything up and transporting it into the ships... . lost... 


transmitters failed . . . request help! Warning to all... no weapons against . 


” 


Rhodan was silent a moment. Then he asked, “What code was used to 
encipher that message? Is it related to any Arkonide language? I need a 
precise answer.” 


The answer returned almost at once. “Unmistakably of Arkonide origin, 
sir.” 

Rhodan nodded as if he had expected this. “Thank you, Captain. Try to 
pick up any further transmissions and inform me if you do. That is all.” He 
turned to Claudrin. “Well, what do you make of it, Commander?” 


The Epsalian looked up at Harno’s colored viewing surface. “So it’s a 
colonial world of the Akons — and on the other side of the galaxy! It’s 
unbelievable, sir! How can they bridge over 50000 light years with their 
matter transmitters? — and build up a whole civilization over such a 
distance? As we know, they don’t have any spaceflight capability. And they 
always kept their colonial worlds a secret from us. Now we’ve found one 


of them, but it looks as if that doesn’t help either them or us.” 


Rhodan nodded. “It appears that way, but you’re wrong, Commander. 
Advise the cosmonautics section to calculate a course for Sphinx 
immediately. And then get under way at maximum acceleration! Also 
instruct the task fleet to fly to Sphinx. We’ ll rendezvous there.” 


“The Blue System, sir?” 


Rhodan nodded impatiently. “You heard me, Claudrin. Hurry it up. You’ve 
got to squeeze the most out of every second now. If we hurry there is still 
the remainder of a world to be saved — the first planet to be attacked by the 
Posbis inside our galaxy. I not only want to rescue what’s left — I also 
intend to teach the Posbis a lesson.” 


Harno’s color pictures faded and the sphere swiftly diminished in size. 
“Forgive me, Rhodan, but it’s strenuous. I can still try to find the 
coordinates if you wish.” 


“Too long and not necessary,” replied Rhodan. A cold, calculated glitter 
shone in his eyes. “We have somebody who knows the position exactly and 
will give it to us. The Akons!” 


“Do you really think they’ll do it?” asked Bell doubtfully, having recovered 
from his shock. “You know how jealously they guard their secrets. Before, 
we didn’t even know they had colonial worlds or still kept in contact with 
them — so you think they’re going to hand over that planet’s galactic 
position?” 

“Whether they will or not — they’ll do it,” retorted Rhodan. He smiled. 
“You know I’ve always been an optimist.” 


Bell had not forgotten the horrible picture of the ill-fated colonial world. 
He did not smile. “I know,” he answered. He turned and quickly left the 
control central. 

Jefe Claudrin watched him go. “This thing has really shaken him up,” he 
commented. 


Rhodan nodded. “He’s not alone,” he answered. 


4. 
THE AKON TRAP 


If indeed the Arkonides had appeared to be overbearing in their first 
encounter with the Terrans, this was even more accentuated in the case of 
the Akons, who were the ancestral race of the Arkonides. To achieve 
complete isolation they had abandoned space travel and carried on traffic 
with other worlds by means of their extensive transmitter system. They 
regarded the Terrans as an irksome annoyance, permitted them to maintain 
a commercial base on their central world of Sphinx, and tolerated them 
with obvious reluctance. The relationship between Terrans and Akons had 
remained cool, although Rhodan strove to overcome the mistrust of his 
unwilling partners. In this he had not succeeded. Between the Akons and 
their descendants, the Arkonides, relations were equally unfavorable. 


The THEODORICH had hardly landed on Sphinx before Rhodan made 
contact with the Ruling Council of this proud race which had lived in this 
part of the galaxy for tens of millenniums and expressed no ambition to 
expand their sphere of influence. He described to them what Harno had 
revealed and requested the unknown planet’s position, in order to rescue 
the population. He was promised that he would be informed immediately of 
the results of the Council’s deliberations after a conference had been 
convened. 


For Rhodan the long wait began. 


In the great council chamber of the Akons there was a hard clash of 
opinions. Today, Mentor of Karastor had the chair. Sensing that control of 
the session might slip from his hands, he vigorously interrupted the heated 
debate. 


“We know what’s happening on Salorat,” he said, “and we also know that 
not even the Terrans can help the Salorats any more. Therefore, why should 
we reveal the planet’s position?” 

Various voices answered him, hut only one of them managed to get through 
and be heard. It belonged to a young man whose shining hair was as 
prominent as the violet cape that hung about his slender figure. Helos of 


Las-Toor succeeded in having the floor without being interrupted. 


“Mentor of Karastor, we value your great wisdom and your good intentions 
of serving our empire, but aren’t you going a little too far? If Salorat has 
been lost, then it can’t do any harm if the Terran, Perry Rhodan, learns of 
its position. But perhaps he may succeed in making an impact upon these 
irresistible robots. That would be to our mutual advantage!” 

“Yes, Helos is right!” cried many of the Akons ardently, but stormy 
protests arose from the seats of the opposition. It was an opposition that 
completely rejected everything proposed by the presiding chairmanship. 
Helos belonged to the presiding group, although Mentor was leading the 
session today. 


“The Terrans must not find out that we have colonial planets! We must give 
up Salorat! Interrupt the transmitter!” 


“You would deliberately leave them to their fate?’ protested Helos. 


Mentor composed himself. “It is better to sacrifice them than to help the 
Terrans,” he said. “Reason demands this of us, and we have no room for 
feelings or sentiment. What have the Terrans to do with us? Rhodan claims 
he wants to help us, but what is he really after? He wants to blow where or 
if we have an empire, how we defend it and if it poses any danger to him. 
His claim that he wants to attack the Posbis is nothing more than a shoddy 
pretense.” 


“But perhaps he is in earnest!” persisted Helos. As the assembly turned to 
him he continued. “Gentlemen, we have to risk it! Rhodan knows we have 
colonial planets — would he have come here otherwise? The Salorats have 
betrayed their presence with their distress calls, so we can’t conceal their 
existence by severing all contact with them.” 


“Tam against it!” cried someone, and a chorus of other voices joined in. 


Helos made a last attempt to change their minds. “Salorat circles the sun, 
Stato, with 5 other planets. Do you wish to lose all 6 planets — or perhaps 
still other systems if the Posbis find them? These thinking robots are as 
much our enemies as they are to the Terrans. If we don’t unite against 
them, perhaps all of us are lost. I beg of you to be reasonable!” 


His appeal to their reason was of no avail. Mentor of Karastor called for a 
vote. His own recommendations were accepted. 


*k 


When Rhodan was called into the com central he was still optimistic, but 


the first words of the council spokesman buried his hopes. 


“The Ruling Council regrets that your petition has been denied, Terran. 
Akon has no colonial planets — today we have none.” Rhodan caught the 
double meaning of the last phrase. “We cannot order you to leave Sphinx 
as long as you are in the treaty zone of your base, but it would burden our 
relations if a major warship were to remain in our vicinity.” 


Rhodan answered swiftly. “Tell the Council I don’t believe a word they 
say. We have deciphered messages from your colonial planet and even 
know its name.” This wasn’t quite true, but why should he tell them that 
Pucky had made a few teleport jumps and eavesdropped on their meeting? 
“Tell the Council that we’ll find Salorat if we have to go to the ends of the 
universe. But that will take time we haven’t got. We’re not interested in 
Salorat. Our concern is the Posbis, our common enemy. I will give the 
Ruling Council one more day, and then I'll expect a rational answer.” 
Raising a brow at the viewscreen, he added, “One more thing for your 
information: today a task force of the Arkonide fleet under command of the 
Imperator will arrive here, there is no cause for alarm. We have no 
unfriendly or extortionate intentions. If we are to attack the Posbis, 
however, we must have the necessary backup of reinforcements.” 


“T shall deliver your message to the Council,” said the Akon coldly, and the 
screen went black. 


“They’re a snooty hunch!” fumed Bell angrily. The vision of the doomed 
planet was still with him. “If they ever get into a mess I wouldn’t lift a 
finger to help them!” 


“Well, maybe just one finger,” replied Rhodan dryly as he switched on the 
intercom. “Commander Claudrin, get in touch with Atlan on the hypercom. 
He is with a task force at the following coordinates.” After giving the 
Arkonide fleet position, he concluded: “Let me know when you’ve 
established contact.” 


Rhodan took Bell by the arm and walked out with him into the wide 
corridor. Soft synthetic carpeting muffled their footsteps. The long passage 
before them curved gently out of sight in the distance. 


Rhodan smiled at his oldest friend and confidant. “While we’re stretching 
our legs the Ruling Council will be stewing over their decision. Pucky has 
gone to reconnoiter again, this time in an Arkon combat suit, so he can also 
be invisible if necessary. Atlan will soon be here. So you see, my friend, 
you can relax for the moment. The seconds are precious, but they are not 
entirely lost.” 


Bell was still trying to erase Harno’s pictures from his mind. “I’m not 
much for leisurely strolls,’ he confessed. “Especially not in a ship’s 
corridor. Do you really think the Akons will change their minds? They’ re 
miffed at the Salorats for being desperate enough to send out a general 
distress call, which exposes them to the danger of discovery. I guess by 
now that hyper-transmitter is wrecked, or we would have picked up more 
messages. We might have gotten a position fix on them if they’d kept on 
yelling.” 

“Don’t worry, we will find Salorat,’ Rhodan promised. He looked up 
suddenly as Harno appeared above them in the corridor. The sphere 
became noticeably larger. “Yes, what is it?” he asked. 


The mental voice spoke to them. “I don’t believe there is anything left on 
Salorat to be saved. The catastrophe is unimaginable. I could show you the 
scene but it would only shock you more. The galaxy has never before seen 
such an enemy as this — because they are not from here.” 


“You know where they come from?” 


“No, that I can’t tell you. I only know that they’re everywhere — 
everywhere between here and the other galaxies. When I attempt to localize 
them, their trail loses itself in infinity. Somebody must have created them at 
one time, that is certain. But who, where? And when?” 


“One day we will know the answer,” said Rhodan confidently. “Do you 
know what’s going on in the Council? Pucky hasn’t come back yet.” 


“They are still debating,” replied Harno as he turned himself into a 
viewscreen again. 


The council chamber of the Akons was revealed, and simultaneously voices 
could be heard: “... and also the rest of you will no doubt share my view,” 
Helos of Las-Toor was just saying vehemently. “Salorat alone is not the 
issue. The planet is lost — from the latest information there can be no 
question of that. This definitely indicates that you cannot negotiate with 
these thinking robots. They are without mercy. They are the deadliest 
enemy of all. Can this also be said of the Terrans whom you distrust so 
much? Although they are technically capable of destroying our planet, have 
they done us any harm? Have they ever attempted to? So if they offer us 
help against the robots, that is in our interests as well as theirs.” 


“We will take a vote!’ shouted Mentor of Karastor, still hoping that his 
supporters would go along with him. “We shall never help the Terrans!” 


“One more moment!” cried Helos above the already desultory applause, 
and he produced a silence. “I still have more to say. It is not merely a 


question of helping the Terrans or of revealing Salorat’s position. Much 
more is involved. Now that the thinking robots have found Salorat, who is 
to guarantee that tomorrow or the next day they will not locate other 
colonial worlds? Do you wish to lose one planet after the other, only 
because we are too proud to accept the help of a younger civilization? The 
attack on Salorat was the first, but it will certainly not be the last! It may 
even happen that the robots will discover the sun of Akon. And what 
then?” 


The icy silence was stultifying. It was only with difficulty that Mentor of 
Karastor recovered from the shock the young man’s words had sent 
through him. His voice sounded indecisive as he shouted, “The vote, I — I 
abstain!” 


Over a murmur of surprise, several angry shouts accompanied his retreat. 
With that, victory for Helos’ group was as good as won. The motion to help 
the Terrans was unanimously carried. The ensuing debate concerned itself 
only with the practical aspects of following up the decision. 


Harno went blank again and shrank into a small ball. “So the problem 
would seem to be solved,” he announced. “Pucky will soon return and 
report. The little mouse bear will have a surprised look on his face when he 
finds that you already know what happened.” 

And such was the case, of course, when Pucky materialized in the control 
central, to which Bell and Rhodan had returned. 

“Aha! So that floating fishbowl was spying to put me out of my job, was 
he? Okay — then maybe. I don’t have to tell you what the Akons are 
planning. They’re sly ones, all right — you have to hand them that!” 

“What are you trying to say, little one? The Council has decided to support 
our petition. So that means the message we’re waiting for from them will 
even include the position of Salorat.” 

The mousebeaver shook his head slowly. “Wrong, Perry. I’ve told you 
already-the Akons are a foxy bunch. They don’t give in that easily.” 
Rhodan was entirely confused. “But we witnessed the meeting,” he 
insisted, still patiently, “and we know the results. So I—” 

Pucky interrupted. “Do the Akons have matter transmitters or don’t they?” 
“What has that to do with it... ?” Rhodan started to say, but in the same 
moment he understood and reddened with anger. “You don’t mean to have 
me believe that they are simply going to —” 


“You read me!” said Pucky who had read Perry’s startled thoughts. 


“They’re going to send us through their big transmitter to Salorat. We’ll 
materialize there and will still not know what part of the galaxy it’s located 
in. Pretty smart, wouldn’t you say?” 


This much had to be admitted, to say the least. 


“And you’re going to agree to that?” asked Bell, fuming again. “Who’s 
making the rules around here — we or the Akons, who need our help?” 


“What should we do? I have to know what’s happening on Salorat. I can’t 
miss the opportunity of seeing the Posbis in full attack operation. Besides, 
Salorat is the first planet to be attacked inside the galaxy. Others will 
follow. We have to plan counteractions, but we can only do that when we 
know the Posbis’ methods. So we won’t have any other choice but to go 
along with the Akons’ suggestions.” He looked at Pucky again. “Weren’t 
you able to search their minds and discover an approximate location of the 
planet? Wasn’t anybody thinking of that?” 

“Nobody thought the exact coordinates,” Pucky confessed. “I only know 
that Salorat is near the edge of the Milky Way — but on the other side.” 

“We already guessed that,” said Rhodan disappointedly. 

Jefe Claudrin interrupted. “Sir, the Arkonide fleet has answered. Do you 
wish to speak with Atlan personally, or should I —” 

“Pll speak with him, Claudrin. Notify me as soon as the Akons contact us. 
The assignment of Atlan’s fleet will depend on that. We are in a rather 
delicate situation.” 

When Atlan’s face appeared on the viewscreen, Rhodan felt relief. His 
inner tensions left him. The familiar features of his friend gave him a sense 
of calm and confidence. 

“So the Posbis are attacking a planet inside the galaxy?” asked Atlan, and 
he shook his head. “I would never have believed they would dare. Do you 
have their position?” 

“The Akons refuse to release it. I’m still waiting for the official decision of 
the Ruling Council. If I were you I’d land a few of your units on the Solar 
base here.” 

Atlan smiled ironically. “My noble ancestors wouldn’t like that. It could 
influence their decision negatively.” 

“The decision has already been made. They’ll be giving me the results at 
any moment.” 

“T’ll see you in a few minutes.” 


Rhodan did not have long to wait. Even before Atlan’s flagship had landed, 


the Council spokesman for the Akons announced himself over the vid-com. 
This time, to Rhodan’s surprise, Helos himself smiled and nodded at him 
from the screen. 


“T’m sorry, Perry Rhodan, that you had to wait so long, so I won’t waste 
any more time. The Council has decided to place at your disposal an arc 
transmitter linked to Salorat. That is your fastest route to our colonial 
planet.” 


“And for the Ruling Council it’s also the best means of concealing its 
position.” 

“That also, but I couldn’t change their decision. A further condition is that 
you may only go to Salorat with 100 small units. You may not take more 
than 5000 men with you. Will that suffice?” 


“Tt will not suffice,” he said bluntly. “We will achieve nothing with that.” 
“T could not influence the Council’s decision for more favorable terms.” 


“I know, Helos. So I will accept the offer as is. When will the arc 
transmitter be ready?” 


Helos was no longer smiling. Rhodan detected a trace of apprehension in 
the other’s face. “In two hours, Perry Rhodan. I wish you luck. Only if you 
succeed will we be safe from further robot attacks.” 


“I would not do this just for the Akons,” replied Rhodan. “They hardly 
deserve it.” 


Helos’ smile was cool as the viewscreen darkened. 


Bell had been standing next to Rhodan, and now he cleared his throat. 
“That fellow, Helos, is a nice kid,” he said finally. “Weren’t you a little 
rough on him?” 


Rhodan shook his head. “He should be happy about it — or don’t you think 
our conversation was bugged?” 


The energy arc rose high and wide above the landscape. It was the entrance 
to a giant matter transmitter. Any object within its zone of influence could 
be de-materialized and transported instantaneously across any desired 
distance. At the arrival point the receiving transmitter would then return it 
to its original form. The transport took place in the 5th dimension. 


Behind the energy arc was a darkness, and yet Rhodan knew, in a relative 
sense, that one meter beyond the entrance was the soil of the planet, 


Salorat. 


Atlan had remained at the base. He had placed a number of Gazelles at 
Rhodan’s disposal to make up the permitted quota. The flying tanks had 
come from the THEODORICH. A few brigades of highly-trained special 
troops and scientists had gone on board the Gazelles. Rhodan himself had 
taken along several of his mutants, excepting Iltu, who was greatly 
chagrined at not being allowed to go. Unknown to the Akons, Harno had 
shrunk to the size of a walnut and was hidden in Rhodan’s uniform pocket. 
Also, in one of the Gazelles an especially powerful hypertransmitter had 
been installed. Thus equipped, Rhodan hoped to be ready for any 
eventuality. In an emergency, of course, they could still retreat through the 
transmitter. 


“Conceited blockheads!” said Bell disgustedly. He pointed to a group of 
Akons who were standing close to the energy arc while watching the 
Terrans’ preparations suspiciously. “They think we’re at their mercy or 
something, even as if they were doing us a terrific favor!” 


“That they are,” Rhodan advised him while looking at the group intently. 
“It’s tremendously important for us to show the Posbis our degree of 
alertness. They must not think that we’re only watching this side of the 
Milky Way. They have to see that no part of the galaxy is weak.” 


Bell was silent. He watched while the last of their personnel climbed into 
the Gazelles and the airlocks closed behind them. 


“The Akons have given the signal,” said Rhodan. “This is it!” 


He went with Bell into the Gazelle. The outer lock closed with a dull clank. 
To him it seemed that his return route had been cut off. He couldn’t escape 
the feeling of having gotten into a trap set by himself. 


“Take off!” he called to the pilot. On the viewscreen he made out the arc of 
the transmitter. It rose a good 100 meters above the home world of the 
Akons and was almost equally wide. “Fly slowly ahead,” he ordered. In the 
stern screen he saw the other Gazelles rise a few meters off the ground. 
“Course — the energy arc!” 


Atlan sat in the communications central of the Terran base, not more than 
10 kms away, and watched his viewscreen tensely. A highflying scoutship 
was relaying the video transmission. The first Gazelle, containing Rhodan, 
rose off the ground. All the others followed. Then Rhodan’s Gazelle glided 
slowly toward the shimmering arc of energy. It thrust through the entrance 
— and vanished. One after the other the following  scoutships 
dematerialized. Finally, all that was left was the group of Akons who 


represented Rhodan’s only way back to life. 
Then Atlan thought his heart had stopped. 


The energy arc was suddenly extinguished. The Akons had cut off 
Rhodan’s path of return. 


5. 
THE WORLD EATERS 


Rhodan was to see the trap when it was too late. The receiver station, also 
in the form of an energy arc, lay on the edge of a city that had not yet been 
attacked. The 100 Gazelles landed and disgorged personnel and cargo. 
From every other Gazelle rolled one of the flying tanks. The special troops 
disembarked and took their positions. Then with but few exceptions the 
Gazelles raced up into the dark-brooding sky of Salorat and scouted for an 
engagement with the Posbi ships. They had to succeed in destroying the 
suction tubes. 


“Do we stay in the Gazelle?” asked Bell. 


Rhodan confirmed. “We have to remain mobile. Harno!” The energy ball 
lay like a solid object in the palm of his hand, apparently lifeless. It was 
still as small as a walnut. “Harno, I have to try to give Atlan our position. 
Do you think it can be done? Can you make contact with Atlan?” 


“[’m already working on it,” Harno informed him. “It’s not easy because I 
don’t know our position and so I can’t calculate where he is. But the 
direction is known. Ah. . . P’ve just passed through the galactic center. 
Now I know my way. I’m going on to the Blue System.” 


It was incredible and even more bewildering. Harno lay harmlessly in 
Rhodan’s hand, but another part of him wandered afar and maintained 
contact. 


Pucky and John Marshall returned. “The troops are ready,” they 
announced. “The flying tanks are operating according to plan. The Gazelles 
report enemy contact.” 

“Bell,” said Rhodan, “you take charge of that. Pll wait here until I’ve 
contacted Atlan. It’s important that his fleet gets here in a hurry to help us.” 
He sighed with relief when he stood alone in the control central. The 
commander had gone outside. Only Harno lay in his hand and glistened 
like a tiny bomb. 

“Now I have found Akon,” he said as he grew larger. “Atlan won’t see me 
but he will revive my thoughts. Tell me what I should say to him.” 

On the spherical surface Rhodan saw the Terran base on Sphinx. Then he 
saw Atlan’s flagship and finally the Arkonide himself. “Don’t be alarmed, 


Atlan,” he said. “It’s me, Rhodan. Harno has made the connection between 
us. Answer — do you read me?” 


He saw Atlan give a start and look around him. Hesitantly, the Imperator 
nodded. He was presently in the control central of his ship in the company 
of some of his officers, who were unaware of Harno’s impulses. 


“Leave me alone,” Atlan said to his men. He remained silent until they had 
left. Then he sat down, shook his head, and looked up at the ceiling. “I 
don’t see you, Harno. Are you here with me?” 


“Everything you are saying now can be heard by Rhodan — in the same 
second.” 


Atlan refrained from asking further questions. But before Rhodan could 
begin the exchange of thoughts, Pucky materialized in the control central of 
the Gazelle. He waved his arms crazily and chirped at him aghast. 


“The Akons! They’ve shut off the energy arc! What do we do now?” 


Rhodan stared at him, non-plussed. Only gradually did he grasp the 
significance of being without the transmitter. They were cut off here on the 
doomed planet. Even if only half the Gazelles were destroyed by the 
Posbis, if they had to flee the greater part of the troops would have to be 
left behind. In addition, no one knew exactly where they were. What course 
should they take? 


“The cowards!” exclaimed Rhodan angrily. “Pucky, teleport at once to the 
Gazelle of Maj. Ralks. That’s where the hyper-transmitter is installed. The 
signal we agreed on with Atlan must be sent out immediately — without 
pause, do you hear? Get going — hurry!” 

Pucky vanished. Then he spoke to Harno and thus to Atlan. “We’re 
dependent on you now, Atlan. You have to find us and land here with your 
fleet. As soon as the Posbis know what’s going on here, they’ll be getting 
reinforcements. Try to pick up our direction signal. The approximate 
distance is known. Did you get all that?” 


The answer returned promptly and quickly. “I understand, Perry. If none of 
this works I'll level the Akon capital to the ground. Either they’ll share 
Salorat’s coordinates with me, or they’ll share the fate of their unfortunate 
colonial planet. Do you have anything against that?” 


“A very great deal, Atlan. You would be spilling the blood of millions of 
innocent people. We’ I still outsmart the Akons.” 


Atlan looked at the ceiling where he assumed Harno was located. Then he 
slowly nodded. “Of course you’re right but I didn’t quite mean it that way. 


We’ll pick up your signal soon enough and we’ll find you. How long can 
you hold out?” 


“Until the Posbis come with their fragment ships,” returned Rhodan flatly. 
“T think the suction ships could be unarmed. Our Gazelles are attacking 
them. I'll tell you later how successful they are. Let me know through 
Harno as soon as you have our position.” 


“Leave it to me,” said Atlan with calm assurance. 


Rhodan called Capt. Harras, the Gazelle’s commander. “Do you think we 
should remain where we are?” he asked. “Perhaps we should go closer to 
the mountains where we can be more protected.” 


Harras was a young officer of African descent. He seemed dejected. “It’s 
all the same, sir.” He failed to conceal a slight trembling in his voice. 
“From what I’ve seen, it doesn’t make any difference where we are. The 
black clouds swallow up everything — even the mountains. The only thing 
we can do is keep our eyes open and get out in time.” 


“Perhaps you're right,” admitted Rhodan. “Stay in your seat and take off as 
soon as I give you the order. I'll be next door in the com room.” 


In the com central, all threads came together and Rhodan had an overall 
picture of what was happening on Salorat. It was anything but a pretty one. 


ok 


In total there were 14 Posbi ships with suction beams. They formed a 
slowly drifting ring around Salorat. Without cessation their serpentine 
funnels raged onward, tearing up vast chunks of the planetary crust. 
Everything disappeared into the interior of the ships. 


Chief physicist Gernot led the scientific observations from a Gazelle. As he 
gave his report there was a note of wondering disbelief in his voice. “Your 
inquiry received, sir. According to my calculations so far, all ships would 
have to be overloaded by now and should crash to the ground. The fact that 
this isn’t happening indicates that their antigrav fields must be very 
powerful to neutralize such a tremendous weight. Secondly, a nuclear 
conversion must take place that atomically compresses the sucked-up 
debris. What purpose this serves can only be guessed at.” 


“Keep on talking,” Rhodan urged him as he paused. “Nothing can shock 
me now.” 


“It’s quite obvious that the kind of material makes little difference. The 
suction beams take up rocks and minerals as well as vegetation, living 


creatures, water and wood. The uprooting and suction occurs at random, 
but as we seem to determine, this process only reaches to a certain depth. 
This leads to two possible conclusions. Either the deeper bedrock isn’t 
suitable, or they are bent on making this world uninhabited.” 


“T’m afraid they’re not too concerned about it either way, Mr. Gernot. Give 
me further reports when any new aspects present themselves. I am now 
going to have our units make their attack.” 


So they had atomic conversion. Rhodan recalled the matter-transport ships 
coming to Everblack. What would be the destination of the present ships? 
The home world of the Posbis, or only to one of the many bases that they 
established on stolen planets? 


“We will attack, regardless,” Rhodan ordered when he came back into the 
control central. He was chiefly interested in observing the effects of the 
narco guns, and how the tanks operated. 


The necessary orders went out to the unit commanders. Only a single 
Gazelle remained behind. This was the ship with the hypertransmitter 
which was incessantly sending out its signal. Capt. Harras maneuvered the 
Gazelle low over the surface to the concentration areas of the flying tanks. 


With Rhodan in the control central were the mutants. Not all of them could 
be brought along because of previous assignments on other worlds. 
Teleporter Ras Tschubai sat next to John Marshall, his dark face cool and 
reserved. Pucky crouched next to him and seemed to forget his usual jokes 
which he was accustomed to making on such missions. Perhaps he was 
only thinking of Iltu who had remained behind on Sphinx. 


The dark suction vortex could be seen from a great distance. It began below 
on the devastated surface and covered an area of about one square mile. A 
maelstrom of unimaginable magnitude was spinning rocks and boulders in 
a spiraling circle, drawing them ever higher and delivering them up through 
the continuing tube, which kept getting narrower with altitude. The pilfered 
material of the planet’s surface became correspondingly denser — it was 
completely pre-compressed. Above it in the sky the dark suction beam 
became a thin streak, ending at the hull of the fragment ship. 


Capt. Harras flew around the swirling funnel and then turned the Gazelle 
upward in a vertical climb toward the enemy. Accompanied by 5 other 
Gazelles and 3 flying tanks, at an altitude of about 50 miles they neared the 
apparently stationary fragment ship. 


Rhodan instructed the commanders. “Open continuous fire with your narco 
cannons. If they show no effect, cease fire in 10 minutes.” 


From outward appearances, nothing seemed to be happening because the 
outgoing beams were invisible. But it was certain that the paraphysical rays 
were effortlessly passing through the Posbis’ relativity screen and 
penetrating the interior of the ship. The single objective was to paralyze the 
plasma sectors of the robot brains. 


Rhodan waited, concentrating intently on the operation. Then he asked 
Harno to function as a video transmitter. The energy sphere grew larger and 
turned white while details gradually became visible on its surface. 
Grotesque shadows glided silently back and forth through the endless 
corridors of the alien ship. They moved mechanically and methodically as 
if drawn by invisible strings. Rhodan knew that the “strings” were the 
directing impulses of the robot commander. 


“Can you determine where the commander is located?” he asked. “Then I 
can direct the narco fire more accurately.” 


When Harno furnished him the data he passed the information on to the 
gunnery officers. The multiple beams joined in concentrated fire, focusing 
now on the command center of the fragment ship. For a number of seconds 
the master robot of the Posbis was receiving a maximum bombardment. 
Then his plasma brain began to lose consciousness. 


“The moaning is back!” whispered John Marshall suddenly. He and Pucky 
had been trying to pick up the thought emanations of the plasma. “He’ll be 
calling out soon.” 


Rhodan knew at once what he meant. When in trouble the Posbis called to 
their companions for help. They were not concerned for their mechanical 
shells but for the mysterious “innermost” component of their being, the cell 
tissue that gave them emotions, feelings, and a certain degree of 
intelligence. He turned on his symbol receiver which was tuned to the 
Posbis’ frequency. With this he could pick up their transmissions. It was 
the same method Capt. Morath had used to communicate with the robot on 
the dark planet. 


“Love the Innermost — save it!” It was clear and unmistakable — the last 
distress call of the robot commander. 


At first Rhodan couldn’t explain why the individual Posbis were attacking 
the normal work robots and trying to incapacitate them. In the alien ship a 
major battle was raging between machines and bio-robots. The two factions 
clashed furiously against each other. 


The fire from the Gazelles and tanks continued. They sprayed the Posbi 
plasma incessantly with their paralyzing beams and caused it to sink deeper 


into unconsciousness. The Posbis were still operating, but more on the 
basis of their mechanical “consciousness.” Instead of turning against their 
actual enemy, they attacked their own associates. They destroyed their 
beloved machines as if they had gone insane. 


Insane... 


Rhodan realized that the narco beams had the effect of inverting the hatred 
for everything organic, thus producing an opposite urge. Now the Posbis 
were venting their hate on machines! But finally the revolt began to 
subside. Increasing numbers of Posbis lost their thinking capability and 
were deactivated. Wherever they were standing or walking their motions 
suddenly stopped. Their cell plasma had ceased sending out command 
impulses. They were nothing more than inanimate pieces of machinery. 


Rhodan registered these facts with interest, but he also knew that the 
victory could only be transitory. When the narco beams were shut off, it 
would be only a matter of time until the Posbis recovered. It was necessary 
to push the action forward. 


“Narco guns off!” he ordered over the telecom. “Open a concentrated fire 
with your energy cannons. Their defense screen is down!” 


Seconds later the fragment ship was bombarded from all sides by blinding 
flashes of deadly lightning. The colorfully scintillating rays were 
unhindered as they struck the grotesquely convoluted hull of the vessel. 
Various protruding structures began to drip globules of molten metal which 
froze again as they fell into the depths below. Cracks and molten fissures 
appeared, through which the fingers of energy groped their way into the 
interior of the ship. A number of machine sections exploded. 


Rhodan suddenly noticed that the suction beam had ceased. A motley 
assortment of objects — whirling rocks, houses, metallic parts — seemed to 
hang suspended in space before they started their plunge back to the 
surface of Salorat. 


“Pucky!” The mousebeaver pricked up his ears and moved slightly away 
from John Marshall. “Ras Tschubai!” Rhodan met the gaze of the two 
teleporters firmly. “It’s time,” he said. “You know what you have to do. 
The bombs are sensitive — 20 seconds delay. You only have to plant them 
and activate the fuses.” 


They nodded their confirmation. Nothing more was necessary because 
everything had been gone through in theory. Moreover, it wasn’t the first 
time they had performed this exercise. They vanished in a swirl of air. 
Having teleported to the armory of the Gazelle, they were each given a 


small atomic bomb by the officer in charge. Rhodan waited until the two 
mutants materialized in the control central. Then he ordered Capt. Harras to 
retreat from the fragmentship as fast as possible. The other units had 
already removed themselves to a safe distance. 


The teleporters made their swift two-way jump, and 20 seconds later the 
Posbi ship exploded. Under pressure of the artificial suns bursting within, it 
cracked asunder in various places. Then a ball of pure energy expanded 
outward, after which it changed gradually into a fluorescing cloud that 
dissipated itself in all directions. The last impulses of the Posbis had ceased 
abruptly. 

Rhodan took a deep breath. “So we took care of that bunch,” he said, more 
to himself than the others. “Better even than I thought. Why didn’t they 
strike back? Don’t they have any weapons?” 


“IT guess we were faster,” suggested Marshall. 


Bell wiped sweat from his brown He had been fully occupied helping 
Harras to direct the Gazelles and their fire. “That was just one Posbi. What 
about our other Gazelles?” He pointed to Pucky and Ras Tschubai. “They 
don’t have teleporters.” 


“They can paralyze the Posbis — we’ve proved that. Then there’s still 
enough time to destroy them.” 


Rhodan made contact with the other commanders in order to get an overall 
status of the battle. To his surprise, 7 other fragment ships had been so 
badly damaged that they had lost their suction beams. The symptoms had 
all been similar. First the faltering of the robot commanders, then the cries 
for help followed by revolt, chaos — and a final quiescence. 


Rhodan considered all this. Should the Posbis be giving up so easily? No, 
there were 6 other ships that were not under the influence of the narco 
beams. Even as he thought about it he received a report that these very 6 
ships had shut off their suction beams before the attack and had assembled 
together in close formation. For the Gazelles assigned to that sector it was 
all but impossible for them to launch an assault against them. The 6 alien 
vessels had built up a common defense screen and opened up a murderous 
fire with their energy guns. They also made use of their feared 
transformation cannons, against which the only defense was a hasty retreat. 
The transformation beams projected nuclear bombs in the form of visible 
light rays which then materialized at the target and detonated. 


Rhodan ordered an immediate retreat. He was satisfied with the complete 
destruction of one fragment ship and the deactivation of 7 others. At any 


rate, the Posbis had given up their devastation of the planet’s surface. 
But then came a new surprise. 


The reports came in on top of each other. Some minutes passed before 
Rhodan could obtain a clear picture, but finally he knew what had 
happened, and he knew why. The 7 paralyzed ships had vanished in a series 
of atomic explosions. Nothing was left of them. They had destroyed 
themselves, believing that their commanders had either been killed or 
captured. The self-destruct order had come with the last flickering of 
plasma consciousness. 


There were still 6 of them left. 


Rhodan put out a general order. “Assemble at the site of the extinguished 
transmitter! The remaining 6 ships can only be damaged if we make a 
concentric attack — even if we have to wait till they start up their suction 
operations again. They can either run their beams or they can fight, but 
apparently they can’t do both at the same time.” He hesitated and then 
added. “I believe that is our only chance.” 


Ten minutes later, 29 Gazelles and 14 flying tanks assembled at the agreed 
location. All told, the Terrans had lost 18 units — a high price to pay for a 
partial victory. But their sense of compensation lasted only a few moments 
before frantic messages began to come in from several observation 
Gazelles. 

The nature of these reports was that of a death sentence for the Terrans. 
The Posbis had received reinforcements. 20 fragment ships had emerged 
from hyperspace and formed a blockade ring around Salorat. 


6. 
THE POSBIS AND THE PRATES 


Rhodan had set up his headquarters in a depression on a high-level plateau. 
Only his Gazelle and Maj. Ralks’ hyper-transmitter ship were still on the 
ground. All other Gazelles and tanks had been ordered to proceed on their 
own. They were to try to attack the fragment ships and put their 
commanders out of action with their narco weapons. 


Meanwhile, Harno had succeeded in transmitting the events transpiring 
inside the suction ships to chief physicist Gernot. Gradually the picture of 
what was happening there became clearer. When Rhodan asked the 
scientist for an explanation, the latter was still amazed and incredulous. 


“It’s hard to believe, sir. The sucked-up material is densified a thousand 
times. I don’t know if you can call it atomic conversion. It’s simply 
compressed. They can make a small cube only 10 cm high out of a boulder 
measuring a cubic meter, and the mass remains the same. If they wanted to 
they could transform Earth’s moon into a ball measuring only a mile in 
diameter. The weight of material in their cargo holds must be 
unimaginable. The ships can be supported easily enough with antigrav 
fields, but what puzzles me is how they can conquer hyperspace with such 
an overload.” 


“Have you figured out the purpose of the matter densification?” 
“To save space, I would say.” 


“That’s obvious — but haven’t you any idea of what this stolen material is 
to be used for? What do the robots plan to do with it?” 


“T might have a theory, sir, but it sounds pretty crazy.” 


“Let’s have it, Gernot! Hasn’t everything been crazy that we’ve been 
through so far?” 


Gernot sighed. “I suppose you’re right, sir. Well — I think the Posbis 
densify large quantities of raw materials here and bring them to another 
location. In this form the material is easier to handle. Then at their 
destination they dump it out and give it back its original volume. Given 
enough repetitions of this process, they could create new planets in any part 
of the universe.” 


Rhodan stared in startled amazement at Gernot’s face on the viewscreen. 


“New planets ... ? But why? For millenniums now they’ve been stealing 
so many planets that they can’t even find some of them any more.” 


“The very point!” said Gernot. “They don’t want that to happen to them 
again. Besides, this method seems to be simpler. But as I said, it’s only a 
theory. It could also be that somewhere they transform the densified matter 
into energy.” 


Rhodan began to suspect that the Posbis would still pose many riddles for 
him. Perhaps some of them would never be solved. “Thank you, Gernot. 
Contact me later if you discover anything more.” 


Two minutes later a report came in that helped raise their depressed spirits. 
In concentric attack, 10 Gazelles had succeeded in destroying an enemy 
warship. Of course within a matter of seconds they were faced with such 
superior fire power from the supporting Posbi ships that only swift flight 
had saved 7 of them from the same fate. Three Gazelles were atomized 
under fire from transformation cannons. 


Bell came up to Rhodan. “Perry, we can’t stay here inactive while waiting 
for Atlan to find us. Maj. Ralks should stay here, but we have to get into the 
fight. What we need is a safer place — not a high plateau where we can be 
spotted at any moment. We should try to force a fragment ship into a 
landing. If we can retreat into one of those babies we’ ll be safe from further 
attacks. We can be sure the Posbis won’t attack us when we’re inside one 
of their own ships with our mental absorbers turned on.” 


“You want to pirate a fragment ship?” asked Rhodan incredulously. “How 
are you going to do that?” 

“Just let me try.” He turned to Pucky. “Isn’t that something more in our 
line, buddy? What do you say, Ras Tschubai? As soon as we put a Posbi 
commander to sleep, you two can take me on board. Then we’ll land the 
ship and have ourselves the best headquarters setup you can imagine.” 
“You’re getting light-headed in your old age,” warned Rhodan. 

But finally he realized that it might be a good idea. He ordered Maj. Ralks 
to remain where he was for the time being, and to make sure the tracer 
signal for Atlan was continuously broadcast. Then he gave Capt. Harras the 
command to take off. 


They were in luck. Granted, it wasn’t a Posbi warship — only one of the 
suction-beam vessels — but it was far away from the main formations and 


seemed to be getting ready to start its original operation again. Apparently 
the robots assumed that the danger was about taken care of, which served 
to heighten Rhodan’s determination to fight. 


Two other Gazelles and a flying tank in the vicinity were called upon for 
backup and the attack began. Even before the dark suction tube could be 
generated, the ship was brought under fire. As in the first engagement, 
Rhodan succeeded immediately in locating the commander and causing his 
thought-plasma to go to sleep. But that wasn’t enough. The robot had to be 
destroyed before he could give the self-destruct order, or before he could 
wake up again and renew the conflict. 


The small atomic grenades made a bulge in Bell’s pocket. They weren’t 
any larger than duck eggs, but their effect would be enough to blast out half 
the control central of the fragment ship. Ras Tschubai and Pucky waited for 
Rhodan’s signal. They had taken Bell between them and grasped his arms 
so that they could teleport him. 


Rhodan carefully watched the sensors that were accurately registering all 
reactions on board the fragment ship. The defense screen began to waver as 
the robot commander struggled against the effects of the narco-gun 
radiations. The first cries for help were detected. 


“The screen,” he said. “It’s weakening. I think you can try it now. You 
have to succeed in getting through it.” 


Pucky and Ras signaled each other and dematerialized, taking Bell with 
them. 


They had calculated the short jump accurately. The semi-circular room 
must be the command control. Four humanoid robots were still moving 
sluggishly about but took no notice of the three organic intruders. They 
were still under direct fire from the narco guns, but in their new form the 
beams had no hannful effect on humans. 


“That one over there must be the skipper,” said Pucky, pointing to a mighty 
robot figure near the stern bulkhead of the chamber. “Should we program 
him with an atom grenade?” 

Bell had extracted one of the deadly “eggs” from his pocket. “Think it'll be 
enough?” 

“Two eggs are better than one,” said Pucky while taking care of one of the 
normal robots with his hand gun. 

The metal monster did not defend itself but just melted away without any 
show of resistance. The heat was swiftly becoming inbearable. The robots 
seemed to function best in an oxygen atmosphere although they could also 


exist in a vacuum, but just now the air was renewing itself too slowly. 


Bell walked over to the robot commander and discovered a small slot down 
low on its front side — perhaps merely a vent hole for cooling. The plasma- 
guided monstrosity rested on a metal base which was anchored firmly to 
the floor. Wires and conduits ran in every direction. 


“Ready?” asked Bell, holding up the two grenades. 


The two teleporters nodded. Meanwhile they had taken care of four other 
robots which were now only clumps of metal on the floor. 


Bell pressed in the fuse keys and let the bombs drop into the slot. Then he 
left the command central with Ras and Pucky. They had one minute to get 
to safety but they weren’t intending to teleport back to the Gazelle. Not yet. 


The detonation ripped through the entire command central and interrupted 
all connections. Suddenly the remaining robots were without guidance and 
helpless. Of course their own plasma still enabled them to make 
independent decisions but their coordination was gone. Moreover, Bell and 
his companions were wearing their mental absorbers and thus could not be 
recognized as organic life. No one tried to attack them. 


Without any risk they began to destroy every robot they met with their 
energy guns. At the same time Pucky received a telepathic order from 
Rhodan to jump back to the Gazelle at once, since the fragment ship was 
starting to fall toward the planet’s surface. 


“Then this was all for nothing!” retorted Pucky, hoping that Rhodan would 
be able to pick up his impulses. At such a short distance it must be possible. 
If only Harno were here — but he was still trying to help Atlan in his search 
for Salorat. “We wanted to have the ship undamaged.” 


There was no reply. Rhodan wasn’t a good enough telepath to detect the 
impulses without preparation. But Pucky caught his thoughts: “It isn’t 
dropping very fast — it may not be completely destroyed. Come now!” 
Which was a kind of answer after all. 


When the three of them materialized in the Gazelle, the fragment ship 
appeared to float motionlessly beside them, but in reality the Gazelle was 
dropping with it into the depths. The ravaged surface of Salorat was 
coming up fast, yet not too fast. The ship’s antigrav fields were still largely 
intact. 


Capt. Harras withdrew a mile or so from the falling derelict in order to 
avoid a possible explosion, but his fears were not realized. Evidently the 
self-destruct order had not come through because the defunct robot 
commander was actually the only one who could issue it. At any rate the 


ship continued downward and finally struck the ground with a relatively 
light impact. 

The gigantic cube was somewhat distorted as it crashed, but then it lay 
there motionlessly, a great artificial mountain in the almost level landscape. 
In the surface of the hull facing Rhodan was a giant rent — so large that a 
Gazelle could easily fly through it. 


Harras proceeded to accomplish this. To Rhodan’s surprise they came 
through the fissure into a hold of the ship that was only half filled. The 
cargo was a silvery-shimmering mass that was probably compressed matter 
taken from the planet. Instruments indicated an unimaginable density, a 
heightened gravitic field, and a titanic weight. 


But for now they were safe. 


The Gazelle’s com operator made contact with the other commanders and 
transmitted an order for them to cease all attacks for the time being. He 
listened to the returning messages for a while and then turned to Rhodan. 
“Sir, the attacks have stopped. The Posbis have been reinforced again. 
There must be 50 of their ships circling Salorat. They’re chasing the 
Gazelles and tanks.” 


“Tell everybody to be sure their mental absorbers are on,” Rhodan ordered. 
“All Gazelles and tanks are to report here. We have enough room. I think 
for the present we are safe here. Issue that order and put me in touch with 
Maj. Ralks.” 


Before Maj. Ralks could return the call, the first of the Gazelles and tanks 
glided through the opening in the wrecked hull and landed softly on the 
weird cargo material. They were not pursued. 


Maj. Ralks was excited when he reported. “Sir, I’m in contact with Atlan. 
He advises that our transmitter and the position of Salorat can be 
determined. The fleet is on its way here. It will arrive no later than two days 
from now.” 


“Two days ... ?” Rhodan was visibly disappointed. “That’s a long time. 
Let’s hope we can hold out. Are there any survivors on Salorat? Do you 
know anything about them?” 

“A few cities are still intact — and they’ll stay that way if the Posbis don’t 
start their whirlwinds again.” 

“So — two days yet to go... Two days to keep trying to hold off the Posbis. 
When Atlan gets here, everything will be all right. Well, thank you, Major. 
Harno will carry on from here.” 


The Gazelles kept coming in, but suddenly there were no more. A check 
revealed that none were left in the atmosphere of Salorat. A count was 
made and the result was shattering. Of 100 Gazelles and 50 flying tanks 
only 71 Gazelles and 33 tanks reported in. More than 700 Terrans had died 
— all to save an unknown colonial world of the arrogant Akons from utter 
destruction. Did this really have anything to do with the cosmic aspects of 
duty and charity? 


Rhodan fought back his doubts. But perhaps the account would still be 
balanced — that is, when the Posbis learned there was no place in the galaxy 
where they could go unpunished for destroying intelligent life, merely to 
satisfy their own needs and to vent their hate. 


After several unsuccessful attempts, Harno succeeded in making another 
contact with Atlan. The Imperator of Arkon was under way with a 
contingent of the united fleet. From Harno’s spherical viewscreen he 
seemed to be looking out at Rhodan although he actually couldn’t see him, 
nor could he hear him. But he could understand him. 


“After we picked up your direction signal the rest wasn’t difficult,’ Atlan 
explained. “From M-S-13 the distance to Salorat is exactly 86,960 light 
years-practically on the other side of the galaxy and on the edge of an 
unknown spiral arm. It’s an incredible mystery to me how the Akons got 
there and how they could build a colonial world so far away.” 


“Quite a tremendous feat,’ admitted Rhodan. 


“Prior to my departure I told the Akons that I had the coordinates. It threw 
them into an indescribable fit of confusion and rage. Now we’re under way. 
We’re nearing the galactic center. How are things at your end?” 


“Bad, Atlan. Perhaps we can hold out, and perhaps not. It all depends on 
how long we can remain in our present hiding place.” 

“Hiding place?” 

“Yes, a fallen ship of the Posbis.” 

They discussed a few more details of their planned attack when the fleet 
would arrive. Then Harno broke off their contact. The last thing to be seen 
on his milky surface was Atlan’s fleet — several super battleships and a 
veritable cloud of heavy and middle-class cruisers. 

That day and the following night passed in anxious expectancy. Then on 
the afternoon of the second day, Maj. Ralks announced that he was in direct 
contact with Atlan’s forces. In just one hour they would enter the system. 


One more hour... 


7. 
CHECKMATE 


Rhodan had given John Marshall a special assignment. 


The telepath was to report any possible plasma impulses that might be 
coming from the Posbis who were still on board. In this he was aided by 
the micro-receiver that had been developed by the Swoons. 


For Rhodan felt a great sense of relief to know that Atlan’s fleet would 
soon arrive. Maj. Ralks’ Gazelle with the hyper-transmitter left its dubious 
hiding place on the plateau and also landed in the cargo hold of the Posbi 
derelict. Here Rhodan believed that they were completely safe from the 
enemy. 


But John Marshall did not allow his para-senses to go to sleep. He listened 
continuously for local plasma impulses, but those he detected were not 
coming from the wreck. They were exclusively from the fragment ships 
circling Salorat. However, one impulse seemed to be unusually strong and 
persistent. It was repeated many times and could only have one meaning: 
“Destroy!” 


At first Marshall attached no particular importance to it. When he reported 
the meaning of the impulse to Rhodan, the Administrator also assumed that 
it was a general attack order used by the Posbis. But then he thought of the 
self-destruction of the other suction ships when their commanders were put 
out of action. In those cases the destruct commands had come from each 
ship’s own commander and solely affected his particular vessel. But in this 
case the command came from another ship above them, and without a 
doubt it could only be for the robot commander of the derelict itself. 


Even though the local commander had been completely destroyed and 
could no longer carry out the self-destruct order, Rhodan realized that they 
were all in deadly danger. The Posbis may well have taken precautions 
against such a contingency. Somewhere in the wreck there could be a 
circuit capable of self-activation if the commander should fail to respond. 


And that could happen at any moment. 


“Prepare for immediate takeoff!” he ordered Capt. Harras, and he hurried 
into the com room to personally transmit the command to all units. 
“Rendezvous at previous site of the arc transmitter! Take cover there until 


the fleet arrives!” 


One after another the Gazelles glided out of the wreck that had thus far 
served as a safe shelter. They were followed by the flying tanks. When the 
last 5 tanks were about to float through the fissure to safety, the derelict 
burst into a sun and detonated in blinding coruscations of light. The ground 
crater caused by the tremendous weight of the compressed cargo filled with 
molten metal that gradually cooled into a shimmering lake. 


All that was left of Rhodan’s forces were 20 tanks and 71 Gazelles. 51 
fighting units had been lost so far, along with their crews. 


*k 


The Posbis seemed to have been waiting for this moment. Perhaps they had 
hoped that the Terrans would be killed in the explosion, or perhaps not. 
However, 5 giant fragment ships appeared over the disaster area and began 
to bring the fleeing tanks and Gazelles under fire. 


“You’re on your own!” Rhodan announced to all units. “If it gets too heavy 
for you, head for space and go into transition!” 


For the Gazelles this was the only salvation. Through a transition the 
Posbis would lose all trace of them, unless by chance they detected the 
coordinates of the reentry shockwaves at the other end of the hyper jump. 
Some of the Gazelles took advantage of this whereas the flying tanks relied 
on their maneuverability and smaller size to elude the enemy. 


Rhodan had Capt. Harras hold a hurtling course very close to the ground. 
One of the fragment ships pursued them stubbornly. Its searching energy 
beams grazed them several times but always fell short of a direct hit. 


“Pucky!” The mousebeaver looked at Rhodan expectantly. “If we 
bombarded that Posbi with narco fire, do you think you could deliver an 
atom bomb to the ship?” 


“Do you want me to try?” 


“Only if you think you have a chance. The screen is impenetrable as long 
as it’s in operation. I don’t know if our beam is enough to put the 
commander out of action.” 


They tried it. While the narco cannon fired continuously, Pucky teleported. 
Ten seconds later he rematerialized in the Gazelle, still holding the small 
atom bomb in his hands. 


“IT can’t get through, Perry! It’s no use!” he cried. But in a new frenzy of 
desperation he jumped again, and this time when he returned his hands 


were empty. “Got through a hole — the screen was wobbling. But then it 
closed on me again. Just by luck I found another rip —” 


In that second the Posbi ship exploded. The shattered fragments continued 
along the same flight path for a few moments before starting to rain down 
on the surface of the planet. 


It was a partial victory. Another enemy ship appeared over the horizon and 
took up the pursuit. It wouldn’t be long before Rhodan would also have to 
take refuge in the outer void and leave Salorat to its fate — all because the 
Akons had been too stubborn to give them support. 


There was a glad cry from the com room. “Sir — contact with Atlan! The 
fleet has already passed the orbit of the 5th planet. They are approaching 
Salorat!” 


“Harras — set course for Atlan’s fleet! We’ll fly to meet them and all come 
back together.” 


And so it happened. 


They returned with 5 super warships and more than 100 heavy cruisers in a 
massive attack against the Posbis. The huge narco cannons of the super 
battleships were powerful enough to put the robot commanders to sleep 
with their first shots. In most cases nothing more was necessary because the 
fragment ships destroyed themselves as a result. Gradually the signs of 
victory began to emerge — such a victory as none had dared to hope for. 


After 5 hours of bitter conflict the remaining Posbis fled. They raced out 
into the void, vanished from sight in the time fields of their relativity 
screens, and then plunged into hyperspace. It was not possible to detect or 
directionalize any shockwaves. Somewhere between Salorat and infinity 
they would return to the normal universe, 1000 or 100000 light years away 
— or perhaps much nearer. 


Salorat had become a wasteland. Only a few cities had been spared, but for 
the present Rhodan made no attempt to contact the survivors. The danger 
had been eliminated and the Salorats would no doubt know how to take 
care of themselves. 


Several of Atlan’s ships landed and took the remaining Gazelles and tanks 
on board. Rhodan took the opportunity to examine the ravaged surface of 
the planet. Bell and Gernot accompanied him while the mutants also 
stretched their legs nearby. Capt. Harras guided his Gazelle into Atlan’s 


flagship. The Imperator himself joined Rhodan’s group. His face was grave 
as he extended his hand to Perry. 


“An expensive victory,” he said, also greeting the others. “My ancestral kin 
will have this planet on their conscience. If they had given us its position at 
once, much of this would not have happened. They’ve lived too long in 
isolation and have lost their sense of common purpose. They’d never lift a 
hand for someone else — but then how can they expect anyone to help them 
if it ever becomes necessary?” 


“We all live in a cosmic community.” replied Rhodan, looking up at the 
orange-red sun. “We feel responsible for the destiny of others and regard it 
as a duty to help them. Isolation of peoples or races breeds cruelty and 
inhumanity.” 

“The Akons betrayed you, Perry. They shut off the transmitter after you 
arrived. They left you here to an uncertain fate. How do you plan to punish 
them?” 


“Not at all,” answered Rhodan, failing to note Bell’s signs of outrage. 
“They acted according to the dictates of their tradition. They’re not going 
to change their thinking over night, and perhaps it will take them centuries 
to finally realize that all intelligent races of the galaxy belong to a cosmic 
community. Still I have to admit — even the most primitive tribes join 
forces against a common enemy. The Akons didn’t even do that.” 


Pucky came waddling over to them. He revealed his incisor tooth to Atlan, 
which was a form of friendly greeting. But then he turned to Rhodan and 
chirped out his wrath. “If I was in your place I’d take that Ruling Council 
of the Akons and dust the seat of their pants! You just wait! I'll get back to 
Sphinx sometime for sure!” 

Rhodan was about to say something but the words stopped in his throat. By 
chance he happened to look beyond the mousebeaver to the place where the 
matter transmitter had been. It was there again. The shimmering energy arc 
stood over the desert landscape and marked the exact position where then 
100 Gazelles had materialized. 

They all turned around when they caught his signal. 


“Hey, don’t tell me — !” cried Bell, flabbergasted. “Have they thought it 
over and decided to help us? Hm-m . . . maybe we’ve misjudged them.” 
“Well they took long enough to think about it!” shrilled Pucky, still 
enraged. “In time we could have all been dead. If I know the Akons, they 
only want to check our corpses!” 


Even as he was speaking, three figures emerged from the energy arc. Their 


violet capes revealed that they were government officials and members of 
the Council. They stopped in surprise for a moment at the sight of Atlan’s 
ships, but then they walked resolutely toward Rhodan’s group. 


“Do they still want something from us?” muttered Bell. 


Rhodan and Atlan stepped forward to meet the Akons, both having reached 
a tacit agreement without words. They were going to make it plain to them 
that their actions had been very strange, to say the least. When they had 
approached them closely enough they stopped, but they couldn’t believe 
their ears when the Akon spokesman suddenly railed at them without any 
greeting — in fact in an insulting tone. 


“We will give you 5 minutes to be gone from here! It was not agreed that 
Salorat’s position was to be known. Perry Rhodan has misused our 
confidence, and the Imperator of Arkon has revealed the location of our 
colonial world. We are very disappointed!” 


Rhodan stared at the man in momentary confusion. He had never witnessed 
such arrogant impudence in his life. Atlan was also speechless. He had 
merely decided to give his noble forebears a lecture, but here they were 
accusing him and Rhodan of treachery. This was really the height of 
audacity. 


But behind them Pucky had been mind-reading. It took him a few seconds 
to recover from his surprise — and then he exploded. He materialized 
between Rhodan and the Akons, and in doing so he rashly trampled on the 
spokesman’s feet. The dignified figure in the violet cloak stepped back in 
startled amazement when he saw the small creature appear suddenly out of 
nowhere. 


“You dismal acorn heads!” Pucky screeched in a transport of rage, ignoring 
Rhodan’s and Atlan’s cautioning signals. “Now you have me to deal with, 
not with sentimental humanoid dreamers! Who’s deceived whom around 
here, you arc-trap springers! And on top of it you want to get pushy? Ill 
send you where you belong — and don’t you dare come back as long as ’'m 
here! Scat — back into your hole!” 


His excited ire augmented his telekinetic powers to their peak. Effortlessly 
he concentrated his forces on the three bewildered Akons, who suddenly 
became weightless and rose slowly into the air. Meanwhile they flailed 
about frantically with their arms, but Pucky did not release his para-mental 
grip on them. Rhodan and Atlan were careful not to interfere, because if the 
mousebeaver had let go of them the culprits might have broken their necks. 


“Bon voyage!” shrilled Pucky after them. 


The Akons whirled and tumbled among each other like trapeze artists, 
although not with the same confidence and daring. Pucky’s force stream 
held them firmly. Once again he had a chance to play games with his 
special faculties. Usually this was forbidden by Rhodan, but this time he 
had been too fast for him. As the Akons headed toward the arc, they 
described a long upward curve and executed a loop-the-loop in close 
formation. Then they dove through the transmitter gate and vanished into 
darkness. 


Pucky heaved a great sigh of relief and turned to Rhodan and Atlan. 
“Well?” he chirped, seeking recognition. “How was that? The stunt-flying 
outfits in Terrania wouldn’t object if I gave myself a modest ribbon for 
that!” 


“Marvelous!” enthused Bell fervently. “We should have put it on film!” 


Rhodan put his hands on his hips disapprovingly. “Pucky, how often have I 
told you not to act so impulsively without asking first? Who knows what 
you’ve caused now? You may have started another war.” 


The energy arc vanished as abruptly as it had materialized. Pucky grinned 
his satisfaction. 


“Aha! The three big noses have arrived safely! I hope they landed in a pile 
of — but no, they don’t even have that on Sphinx. Well, at least maybe it 
knocked their stiff backs out of shape!” 


Rhodan shook his head. ““We’ ll have a talk later,” he threatened. 


But Pucky grinned happily and waddled away. His incisor tooth gleamed 
pinkly in the sunlight. 


Bell backed him up firmly. “Pucky is absolutely right! If I had his talents I 
wouldn’t have been so easy on those underhanded crooks. You can say 
what you like!” 


He overtook Pucky and placed a hand on his shoulder. In unprecedented 
unanimity the two of them marched toward the flagship together. Bell was 
a bit stifflegged and bent over as if he had rheumatism in his bones. Pucky 
was high-chinned and proud, which was not quite in consonance with his 
odd, waddling gait. 


Rhodan sighed and lowered his hands resignedly. “What can you do about 
a thing like that?” he asked Atlan, who revealed a suspicious smirk at the 
corner of his mouth. “When the two of them are in agreement, it’s too rare 
a situation, so I guess I’m overruled. But believe me, I haven’t had the last 
word with those Akons yet!” 


Atlan was about to speak when Harno came floating by. He stopped 
between them and grew larger. His surface turned milky and became a 
viewscreen again. However, the whiteness was suddenly replaced by an 
absolute darkness. At first gradually and then sporadically the distant light 
flecks took on a familiar form. Some of them were flat while others seemed 
to be spirals frozen in whirling motion. One of the galaxies was somewhat 
larger than the others, but from the viewer’s point of view it was still a 
million light years away. 


“T must be moving on again,” he announced, and Atlan understood him as 
well as Rhodan. “You called me, Perry Rhodan, and I came — but now I 
must return.” 


“T thank you for coming, Harno. You’ve helped us very much. But — will 
the thinking robots learn a lesson from this, even as we have?” 


“They know that you will defend yourselves, which is always a basis for 
peace. But if the robots attack again, you will find the right weapon against 
them. I will be far from you, but perhaps I’1l encounter the Posbis out there 
in the endlessness. Whoever knows their beginnings will understand their 
present.” 


“If I need you again, Harno, may I call you?” 


“T will come,” replied the strange being who was master of space and time 
and yet had to obey someone or something unknown. “Your Milky Way 
will be many light years distant, but I will come.” 


“Thanks for everything,” said Rhodan, feeling moved enough to bow his 
head to the shrinking sphere, in which the galaxies had vanished. “Perhaps 
one day I can repay my debt.” 


“At the end of time!” said Harno, and it seemed to both men that they heard 
gay laughter. Then the ball of energy disappeared. 


Atlan looked up into the sky. “Harno is your most remarkable friend,” he 
said with a faint note of envy. “Who might he be, actually?” 


Rhodan smiled pensively. “Do you think Harno is a sphere only to our 
eyes? Do you believe he assumes another form when he’s alone?” He 
shook his head. “No, my friend, Harno is Harno — but that’s not why I 
haven’t answered your question. I only know that he’s our friend. Should I 
wish to know more?” 


Atlan answered thoughtfully. “Perhaps not.” He pointed to the horizon. 


“We’re going to have to concern ourselves with the survivors of Salorat. 
The Akons won’t do it — so we have a problem ahead of us.” 


“Not only one,” returned Rhodan as they slowly walked toward the 
flagship. “I probably wouldn’t feel natural if life didn’t offer me problems 
to solve.” 


Atlan sighed. “The biggest one of all is the Posbis,” he answered. 


Bell, Pucky and the other mutants had long since disappeared into the giant 
airlock. Rhodan was the last one to enter it. Before it closed, he turned to 
have a last look at Salorat. 


The planet lay dead and wasted before him. Without technology it would 
be thousands of years before this portion of it could bear life again. The 
orange-red sun was lowering toward the horizon. This star had seen 
Terrans die here — Terrans who had gambled their lives for an alien people 
and lost. Had the sacrifice been worth-while? 


Abruptly he turned back into the airlock. The outer hatch closed 
ponderously behind him. Somewhere a vibration began, and then the 
engines set up a thundering cadence -— like a martial musical 
accompaniment to one of the bitterest victories Perry Rhodan had ever 
won. And he knew that it was only the beginning. 


Perhaps they would never be able to defeat the Posbis completely. 


THE END 


It all began on a small observation station at the edge of the Milky Way, 
but ensuing events were to involve the galaxy itself once more, thus 
emphasizing the fact that no race is safe from the “outer” menace. 


The focal point of events in the next Perry Rhodan adventure is the world 


of Afzot, a planet of our galaxy. On Afzot, “Division 3” discovers: THE 
BEASTS BELOW. 


